GREAT 

FOOL 

ZEN MASTER RYOKAN 

Poems, Letters , and Other Writings 



Translated with Essays by Ryuichi Abe and Peter Hasket 



M: n rid 1 ' c-tatl i eh- q 



Great Fool 

Zen Master Ryokan 
Poems, Letters, and Other Writings 



By 

Ryuichi Abe & Peter Haskel 




© 1996 University of Hawaii Press 
All rights reserved 

Printed in the United States of America 
01 00 99 98 97 96 5 4 3 2 1 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data 
Ryokan, 1758-1831. 

Great Fool: Zen master Ryokanpoems, letters, and other 
writings 

/ translated with essays by Ryuichi* Abe and Peter Haskel. 
p. cm. 

Includes bibliographical references and index. 

ISBN 0-8248-1741-9 (cloth : alk. Paper). 

ISBN 0-8248- 1777-X (paper: alk. paper) 

I. Ryokan, 1758-1831. I. Abe. Ryuichi, 1954- 

II. Haskel, Peter, 1945-. 

III. Title. 

University of Hawaii Press books are printed on acid-free 
paper and meet the guidelines for permanence and 
durability 

of the Council on Library Resources 



Book design by Kenneth Miyamoto 




For our teacher 
Yoshito Hakeda, 
who led us to 
Ryokan 's door 




CONTENTS 



ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ix 

INTRODUCTION Xi 

ESSAYS 

Ryokan of Mount Kugami 3 

Peter Haskel 

A Poetics of Mendicancy: Nondualist Philosophy and 23 

Ryokan's Figurative Strategies 
Ryuichi Abe 

Commemorating Ryokan: The Origin and Growth of 76 

Ryokan Biographies 
Ryuichi Abe 

TRANSLATIONS 

Trans lators ' N ote 9 1 

Curious Accounts of the Zen Master Ryokan 94 

Kera Yoshishige 

Kanshi (Poems in Chinese) 1 07 

My Poems Aren't Poems 1 07 

With My Begging Bowl 1 1 1 

In My Hut 117 

Playing with the Children 1 32 

Mountains and Mists 135 




Wandering 


139 


Meditations 


147 


Neighbors and Friends 


168 


Butterfly Dreams 


181 


Strolling Without a Care 


192 


Waka (Poems in Japanese) 


203 


Dew On the Lotus 


217 


Letters 


223 


Reflections On Buddhism 


240 


Invitation to the Way 


240 


The Priesthood 


241 


On Begging One's Food 


242 


Fragments 


245 


Words of Advice 


247 


Finders Lists 


255 


Notes 


259 


Selected Bibliography 


291 


Index 


295 




Acknowledgments 



Many people have contributed to the completion of this book. 
Particular thanks are due to the following individuals for their many 
helpful suggestions during the manuscript's preparation: Professors 
Paul Anderer, Haruo Shirane, Robert A. F. Thurman and Philip Yampol- 
sky of Columbia University, and Professors George Tanabe and H. Paul 
Varley of the University of Hawai i. 

Among those who graciously assisted in editing and proofread- 
ing were Maria Collora, Mary Farkas, and John Storm. We are also 
indebted to Alexander Brown, Kenneth Harlin, Amy Heinrich, Yasuko 
Makino, D. John McClure, and other librarians and staff members at 
Columbia’s Starr East Asian Library for their support of our research. In 
particular, we thank the library's Rongxiang Zhang for her kind assis- 
tance. 

Ryuichi Abe would like to express his gratitude to the late Pro- 
fessor Barbara Stoller Miller of Barnard College, whose love of poetry 
and the art of translation were his source of inspiration for studying 
Ryokan’s poems. 

Finally, this volume has greatly benefited from the encourage- 
ment and advice of Patricia Crosby, our editor at the University of 
Hawai i Press, and the superior editorial work of Sally Serafim, manag- 
ing editor at the press, and Susan Stone. 



ix 




Introduction 



Generations have called this beggar-monk of the early nine- 
teenth century “Ryokan-san,” the informal suffix “san ” expressing affec- 
tionate respect. Only two other eminent Buddhist figures in Japa- 
nese history have received this particular honor: “Kobo-san” or 
“Daishi-san,” Kukai, the ninth-century founder of Shingon Buddhism, 
who is remembered in popular legends as a savior- miracle worker; and 
“Ikkyu-san,” the fifteenth-century Zen monk whose eccentric life-style 
has inspired numerous folk stories in which he is depicted as a marvel- 
ously quick-witted child novice. Ryokan is a singularly attractive figure. 
Minakami Tsutomu, the celebrated contemporary novelist, explains 
why, despite countless earlier works examining the minutest details of 
Ryokan’s life, he could not escape the urge to write about the Zen 
monk-poet: 

The reason is simple. I, among others, would like to follow 
in the footsteps of this unthinkably kind yet strict Buddhist 
practitioner, who entrusted his thoughts to kanshi [poems 
composed in classical Chinese] and waka [poems composed 
in the Japanese syllabary] and strove day and night in the 
path of literary art. Why did Ryokan, who, under the guid- 
ance of a famous master, had grasped the depths of Zen, refer 
to himself as “Great Fool” and say he “belonged to neither 
priesthood nor laity”? Why did he not live in a temple? He 
excelled in studying the scriptures, in calligraphy and in 
poetry . . . yet he ran away from the monastery. And it was 
in the residence of a lay follower that he died. He is indeed 
an enchantingly mysterious monk . 1 

Minakami’s words provide a clue to Ryokan’s ever-increasing popular- 
ity in Japan. Ryokan, despite his religious and artistic sophistication, 
refused to place himself within the cultural elite of his age and lived 
instead among villagers. It is this curious interplay of opposites — of dig- 
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nity and familiarity — that continues to inspire books on Ryokan by his- 
torians, literary critics, poets, novelists, and journalists. 

Miya Eiji, an authority on Ryokan s biography, has commented 
on the recent upsurge in Ryokan-related books. Writing in 1985, Miya 
reported that the past hundred years had seen the publication of over 
3,600 books on Ryokan. In 1930 alone, for instance, sixty-four books 
on Ryokan were issued by major publishing houses. Since the 1970s, 
the number of works published on Ryokan has grown each year, to 27 1 
in 1980, and in 1983 reaching 362. “In the past three years, new books 
on Ryokan have appeared at the rate of one book every day, and this 
does not include many other forums — magazine articles, public lec- 
tures, broadcasts, and so forth — in which Ryokan is being constantly 
discussed. . . . No day passes without Ryokan being discussed some- 
where in Japan.” 2 In 1978, the Ryokan Study Society (Ryokan kai) was 
established in Ryokan’s native region of Niigata, and its membership 
has since spread swiftly to other areas of Japan. Currently, the All-Japan 
Ryokan Study Society (Zenkoku Ryokan kai), which comprises not 
only scholars, but literary figures, artists, and, above all, ordinary 
people who admire Ryokan, publishes periodicals, supports research, 
hosts conferences, and organizes exhibitions. 

Despite his current popularity and despite the massive literature 
of Ryokan studies, it is not an easy task to understand who Ryokan was. 
Recently in the West there has been a growth of serious academic 
interest in Ryokan. However, the pioneering studies in Western lan- 
guages have thus far limited the scope of their investigation mainly to 
Ryokan’s role as a literary figure. Yet, such an approach by itself does 
not help in understanding Ryokan’s phenomenal popularity in contem- 
porary Japan. Nor does it explain Rybkan's importance as a cultural and 
religious figure. 

Likewise, Ryokan cannot be discussed merely as a Zen master. 
True, Ryokan was ordained in the Soto school of Zen, a school that was 
established by the celebrated Kamakura Zen master Dogen Kigen 
(1200-1253) and by Ryokan’s day had grown to become one of the 
largest religious institutions in Japan. Ryokan also completed rigorous 
Zen training under the guidance of his master Tainin Kokusen (1722- 
1791), abbot of Entsuji, a large Soto training center in western Japan, 
and received Kokusen’s inka, the certificate marking the completion 
of his Zen study. However, identifying Ryokan as a Soto Zen master is 
as grave an error as labeling him simply a poet or a calligrapher. In con- 
trast to the Zen masters of his time who presided over large monaste- 




Introduction 



xiii 

ries, trained students, delivered lectures, or produced recondite religi- 
ous treatises, Ryokan, after an extended period of wandering, returned 
as a beggar-monk to his native Izumozaki, a port city in the northern 
province of Echigo. Having no permanent residence in a temple, mov- 
ing from one rough shelter to the next, he followed a life of mendi- 
cancy in the nearby villages. Although Ryokan appears to have 
remained faithful to the religious ideals of his Soto progenitor Dogen, 
there was nothing sectarian about Ryokan’s Buddhist practice. Among 
the numerous Buddhist scriptures, the Lotus Sutra — a popular text not 
particularly emphasized in traditional Soto training but the essential 
scripture of the Tendai and Nichiren schools — was by far his favorite. 
He was also fond of the Buddha Amida, associated with the Pure Land 
schools, and often found himself practicing nenbutsu, the recitation of 
Amida s name, together with the schools’ followers. He even delighted 
in reading the Confucian and Taoist classics. 

Ryokan never took or produced disciples who would carry on 
the lineage of Soto Zen. Nor do we know of a single occasion on which 
Ryokan delivered sermons to the villagers who supported his life as a 
beggar-monk. Instead, he expressed himself through kanshi and waka, 
which, inscribed by his own hand, were eagerly collected and preserved 
by the people around him. He could typically be found immersed in 
play with the village children in the course of his daily rounds of beg- 
ging. Yet, his expertise in classical Chinese and Japanese poetry, his 
exhaustive knowledge of ancient Japanese phonetics, and his mastery 
of calligraphy impressed many leading Edo intellectuals who traveled 
to Echigo and made his acquaintance. He is addressed in various histor- 
ical records as Ryokan zenji, “Zen Master Ryokan.” However, unlike 
titles of other Soto Zen masters, Ryokan’s title has nothing to do with 
his status within the religious institution; zenji is the title spontane- 
ously granted Ryokan by those anonymous people who respected and 
admired him. 

To understand Ryokan as such is a highly complex task. We 
began our project of studying Ryokan with a translation of Ryokan 
zenji kiwa (Curious Accounts of the Zen Master Ryokan), composed 
by Kera Yoshishige (1810-1859). An avid student of poetry and the 
head (oshoya) of the village chiefs (nanushi) of over forty villages in 
the region of Izumozaki, Yoshishige, as a child, had been Ryokan’s reg- 
ular playing companion and occasional student, receiving lessons from 
the Zen master in Japanese grammar and poetry. Composed less than 
sixteen years after Ryokan’s death, Curious Accounts consists of color- 
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ful anecdotes and episodes, sketches from Ryokan’s everyday life. Al- 
though it lacks chronological order, Curious Accounts contains valuable 
information that shows how Ryokan was understood and remembered 
by his contemporaries. 

Reading Ryokan s poems is, of course, essential if one is to meet 
Ryokan face to face. Ryokan produced poems in diverse lyrical moods, 
ranging over many topics. We have worked to make our selection of 
translated poems represent, as much as possible, the whole gamut of 
Ryokan’s poetry. We also have sought to place Ryokan’s poems in the 
context of his other writings. There is, for example, a group of brief 
essays in which Ryokan reflects on issues relating to Buddhism and 
Buddhist practice in his age, issues such as the problem of sustaining 
the authentic transmission of Dharma, the degenerate state of the Bud- 
dhist schools of Ryokan’s time, and the importance of mendicancy as 
a means of reinvigorating Buddhism. On the one hand, these essays 
illustrate Ryokan’s stand vis-a-vis the Tokugawa Buddhist establish- 
ment, a stand distinguished by criticism of and distance from institu- 
tional authority. On the other hand, his famous lists of “likes” and 
“dislikes,” known as kaigo ( words of advice), as well as his correspon- 
dence show Ryokan’s closeness to and genuine respect for ordinary 
people. In his letters, Ryokan conveys his gratitude to his relatives, 
friends, and patrons for their gifts of everyday essentials and their loans 
of various books he studied in connection with his literary activities. 
These writings will provide the reader with the particular cultural, 
social, and textual contexts out of which Ryokan’s poetry emerged. 

To further assist the reader, we have prepared three introduc- 
tory essays, each of which addresses major problems confronting con- 
temporary scholarship on Ryokan. Reading Ryokan’s poems without 
the knowledge of their appropriate historical context has often led 
scholars to misrepresent Ryokan as a recluse who turned his back on 
society. As a result, Ryokan is often portrayed as a poet suffering from 
alienation and despondency, a forerunner of twentieth-century poets 
of existential crisis. Yet, a careful reconstruction of Ryokan’s biogra- 
phy, as demonstrated by our first essay, “Ryokan of Mount Kugami,” 
shows that Ryokan’s life evolved within a complex web of social rela- 
tions. No less than the solitude of his mountain hermitage, this net- 
work joining Ryokan’s life with the lives of his friends and supporters 
was an indispensable ingredient for Ryokan’s poetry. Indeed, the 
Ryokan depicted in this essay is multifaceted: lively, forthright, often 
contemplative, but never misanthropic. 
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Ryokan detested poems composed by professional poets and 
described his own literary creations as “poems that are not poems at 
all.” 3 But if Ryokan’s goal was not to win recognition as a poet, what 
was his purpose in composing poetry? How is Ryokan’s favorite activ- 
ity, the writing of poems, related to his life of begging? In what way do 
the images of Ryokan projected in his poems help us understand him 
better? Ryokan’s poems are often characterized by their simplicity and 
directness of expression. Many of his poems, particularly those that 
have been previously translated into English, seem to be straightfor- 
ward descriptions of his simple rustic life or of the natural beauty of his 
surroundings. Ryokan, however, also left a large number of poems that 
can be understood as philosophical reflections. In these, Ryokan mani- 
fests his ideas not only in the poems’ literal meanings (i.e. , what they 
say) but in their figurative movements (i.e., bow they say it) as well. 
Even the poems that at first glance appear to be simple descriptions of 
Ryokan’s solitary life are often richly troped with metaphorical and 
rhetorical devices. Hayden White has asserted that “troping is the soul 
of discourse” because it “is both a movement from one notion of the 
way things are related to another notion, and a connection between 
things so that they can be expressed in a language.” Tropics — that is, 
the figurative strategies that White identifies as the “deep level” of the 
text — “is the process by which all discourse constitutes the objects 
which it pretends only to describe realistically.”' It is particularly 
important for poetic discourse, whose referents do not always have to 
exist outside the text. “A Poetics of Mendicancy,” our second essay, 
attempts to study the figurative strategies particular to Ryokan’s poems 
and strives to illustrate not only in their literal meanings but in the 
poems’ tropical movements the intimate relationship between Ryo- 
kan’s writing of poetry and his daily practice of Buddhism. 

Because of the proliferation of popular literature on Ryokan, 
writers have not infrequently presented an overly idealized picture of 
the Master, relying on the legendary literature of later periods. We have 
made a deliberate attempt, whenever possible, to base our observa- 
tions on the biographical sources recorded by Ryokan’s contempora- 
ries. “Commemorating Ryokan,” the last introductory essay, is a biblio- 
graphical study that identifies the major primary sources for Ryokan’s 
life. It demonstrates that the effort to commemorate Ryokan and to pre- 
serve his writings had already begun during his lifetime and shows that 
these writings about Ryokan’s life and Ryokan’s own writing of poetry 
were mutually related, not isolated processes. 
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No historical record, not even the accounts of those who were 
personally acquainted with Ryokan, can claim to present the historical 
reality of Ryokan’s life, but only an interpretation of Ryokan’s daily 
existence. It is, however, possible to reconstruct the manner in which 
Ryokan was represented in various contemporaneous biographical 
materials as well as in his own poems. We have striven through the 
web of intertwining interpretations projected by these prosaic and 
poetic texts to illustrate Ryokan’s multifarious qualities. We hope that 
our study of Ryokan will highlight aspects of the Master that have yet 
to be explored fully by modern scholarship and will come close to pre- 
senting the beggar-monk known to his neighbors and friends. 

R. A. 




Essays 




Ryokan of Mount Kugami 



Peter Haskel 



Spend time at one of Japan’s busy commuter train stations and 
you will probably notice a bookstore crowded with silent rows of well- 
dressed “salarymen” and “salarywomen” browsing through an array of 
paperbacks and magazines. There, among the ubiquitous tabloids, the 
sex-and-violence comics, and the very latest Japanese and American 
bestsellers, you are likely to find several books devoted to the Zen 
master Taigu Ryokan ( 1758 - 1831 ), a penniless monk whose life was 
spent in obscurity in Japan’s snow country, meditating, playing with 
children, and writing poems that vividly describe his world. He lived 
by begging in the villages and towns of his native area, beloved by all, 
celebrated for his warmth and wisdom, and legendary for his naivete, 
which made him the butt of countless practical jokes. 

Worldly people call him different things: fool, wise man, 
idiot, man of the Way. He never flatters the rich and impor- 
tant, nor disdains the poor and humble. He isn’t happy 
when he gets things or sad when he loses them. He just goes 
along, natural, relaxed, a man who has transcended the dust 
of the world. He is always accompanied by children and, 
when he is out begging, can be found playing with them in 
the shade of trees and in the fields, tugging at blades of 
grass, sumo wrestling, and bouncing balls . 1 

A book on a figure like Ryokan may seem an unusual choice for 
a corporate soldier confronting the frenzy of the early morning rush. 
But Japan is an unusual place and Ryokan an unusual monk. Today, over 
one hundred fifty years after his death, Ryokan has been elevated from 
a local to a national hero, and Japan remains in the grip of a Ryokan 
bumu (boom). Ryokan is the subject of hundreds of books, with new 
titles constantly swelling the shelves; tour buses ferry legions of eager 
pilgrims to the site of Ryokan’s rustic retreat on Mount Kugami, and 
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people of all ages and backgrounds pack exhibits of Ryokan’s calligra- 
phy at museums and department store galleries. Ryokan societies dot 
Japan, and at Ryokan conventions, speakers exhort their audiences to 
“manifest Ryokan’s mind in your own daily life.” Always popular among 
the very young, Ryokan is the subject of humorous stories familiar to 
nearly every schoolchild. All in all, “Ryokan san” (“Mr. Ryokan”), as he 
is familiarly known, is perhaps the Zen monk closest to the hearts of 
ordinary Japanese, revered not as an object of antiquarian interest, but 
as a reminder of what is unique in both Zen and Japan itself. 

While there survive an abundance of tales and legends about 
Ryokan, the facts of his biography remain largely unclear. The original 
sources for Ryokan’s life are scant, consisting for the most part of a 
handful of brief biographies by colleagues and contemporaries. But 
these, too, are vague and incomplete, providing few dates or details. 
No doubt deeming it unimportant, Ryokan seems to have rarely dis- 
cussed his past, even with his closest friends. Possibly he shared the 
feelings of another nineteenth-century poet, Walt Whitman, who 
wrote in “The Biography”: 

I suppose men’s lives, as in books, must be 
written 

But never by me — I could not write the life of 
a drop of rain, or a beach pebble 

Or the least insect humming in the air. 2 

Nevertheless, relying on those original, contemporary sources that we 
possess, it remains possible to reconstruct, or at least suggest, some- 
thing of the distinct form and character of Ryokan’s life. 

Ryokan was born in 1758 in the coastal town of Izumozaki, in 
what is now Niigata prefecture. Facing the island of Sado across the 
Japan Sea, Izumozaki lies in the old northwestern province of Echigo, 
an area famous for its deep snows and hardy inhabitants. A scenic spot, 
with panoramic ocean views, Izumozaki was known in Ryokan’s day 
as a haunt of artists and writers. As such, it was provincial but not iso- 
lated, and in the town and its environs, literary culture was actively 
promoted by a prosperous middle class of brewers, doctors, and mer- 
chants. Izumozaki's wealth depended largely on its role as a strategi- 
cally located port. Sado’s gold mines were a valuable source of revenue 
for the Tokugawa Shogunate (1600-1856), and for a time, Izumozaki 
served as the principal transshipment point, the gold being unloaded 
from ships and packed onto horses for the journey to the capital at Edo 
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(present-day Tokyo). Rice, for which Echigo was famous, was another 
important item of commerce, as was fish. By the mid-eighteenth cen- 
tury, however, Izumozaki’s fortunes had begun to wane in the face of 
competition from the neighboring port town of Amaze, which gradu- 
ally came to dominate the local economy. 

Ryokan was the eldest son and heir of the headman of Izumozaki, 
Yamamoto Shinzaemon (1736-1795), best known by his pen name Tachi- 
bana I’nan. 3 The second son of the Araki, a farming family from the nearby 
village of Yoita, I' nan had been adopted into the Yamamoto merchant clan, 
Izumozaki’s leading family, operating under the shop name Tachibana. 
Ryokan’s mother, Hideko (also known as Onobu, d. 1783), was from a 
Sado branch of the Yamamoto, and her marriage with I'nan produced a 
large family of four sons and three daughters. 

A locally famous haiku poet and a student of Japanese literature, 
Ryokan’s father was a champion of the Echigo movement to revive the 
style of the seventeenth-century haiku master Matsuo Basho. I’nan 
seems to have been more gifted as a poet than as an administrator, and 
as the port of Izumozaki continued to decline, the Tachibana found 
their own authority and prestige successfully challenged by a rival mer- 
chant family, the Noguchi of neighboring Amaze. Tensions between 
the two clans reached a crisis in 1763, when I’nan failed to prevent the 
Noguchi from erecting their own official notice board in Amaze — an 
important symbolic defeat for Izumozaki and the Tachibana. I’nan 
seems to have consoled himself with poetry, drink, and travel, and after 
retiring in 1786, he took to the road and lost contact with his family. In 
1795, word arrived that he had drowned himself in Kyoto’s Katsura 
River, leaving behind only a poem preceded by the cryptic statement 
“At the urging of the Dharmakaya Buddha, I, I’nan, threw myself into 
the Katsura River. ” 

Virtually nothing is known of Ryokan’s early years. His child- 
hood name is given as both Eizo and Bunko, and between 1771 and 
1777, he studied Chinese literature under an important local Confu- 
cian scholar and poet, Omori Shiyo (d. 1791). Trained in Edo, Omori 
had opened an academy, the Kyosenjuku, in his native village of Jizodo, 
several miles northeast of Izumozaki. Here, Ryokan received a ground- 
ing in classical Chinese culture and particularly Chinese poetry. He 
remained devoted to Omori throughout his life and must have been 
sorely disappointed when the scholar left for Tsuruoka ( Yamagata pre- 
fecture) in 1777. 

Following his genpuku, or coming of age ceremony, at sixteen, 




6 



Essays 



Ryokan would have assumed his duties as heir to the Tachibana clan, 
assisting I’nan in his work as village head. It was during this period, 
according to certain accounts, that Ryokan began his study of Zen, 
practicing as a layman under the Soto school teacher Genjo Haryo 
(d. 1814) at Genjo’s temple, Koshoji, in Amaze. At age seventeen, after 
what must have been only a year as apprentice village head, Ryokan 
seems to have abandoned Izumozaki and his position as I’ nan’s succes- 
sor and entered Koshoji as a novice. It is not known what led Ryokan 
to Zen as a young man or precisely why he left his family and joined 
the Buddhist priesthood, shaving his head and receiving the religious 
name Ryokan (“Virtuous and Tolerant”). We have only Ryokan ’s state- 
ment, recorded by his biographer Ozeki Bunchu, “People all say: 
Become a monk and then study Zen’; but I studied Zen and then 
became a monk.” 4 All that can be known with certainty is that while at 
Koshoji, Ryokan met Genjo’s teacher, the Zen master Tainin (or Dainin) 
Kokusen (1723-1791), and in 1779, at age twenty-one, Ryokan left 
Echigo to accompany Kokusen to his temple, Entsuji, in Bitchu (present- 
day Okayama prefecture). s 

Like the Rinzai school, the other major sect of Japanese Zen, the 
Soto school, to which Kokusen belonged, had experienced a period of 
intense ferment and self-examination between the mid-seventeenth 
and mid-eighteenth centuries. Developed in T ang dynasty China, Zen 
is a distinctive school of Buddhism that stresses the practice of medi- 
tation and the experience of enlightenment, transmitted intuitively 
“mind-to-mind” from teacher to disciple. The principal lines of Japa- 
nese Zen were imported in the thirteenth century by Japanese monks 
who had studied on the continent and received their Chinese teachers’ 
sanctions. During the late Middle Ages, however, both Japanese Soto 
and Rinzai teachings and lineages had become corrupt, and under 
Tokugawa rule, reformers in both sects were actively debating how to 
revive the Zen of their early medieval founders. In the Soto school, the 
reform movement centered on a return to the teachings of the school ’s 
patriarch, Dogen Kigen (1200-1253), emphasizing the monastic regu- 
lations Dogen instituted at his temple, Eiheiji, and the study of Dogen s 
seminal work, the Shobogenzo. The Soto revival, led by Gesshu Soko 
(1618-1696) and his noted disciple Manzan Dohaku (1635-1714), was 
essentially formalistic, aiming to restore Dogen’s Zen by reasserting 
conventions such as those governing the transmission of the teaching 
from master to disciple. Others, such as Dokuan Genko (1630-1698) 
and Tenkei Denson (1648-1735), objected that the way to restore the 
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original, authentic Zen of the early masters was to stress not the form 
but the substance of their teachings, the primacy of the individual 
enlightenment experience. This, they asserted, was the true, timeless 
link to the mind of Dogen and to the minds of all the enlightened 
masters of the past. Ultimately, the faction identified with Gesshu and 
Manzan prevailed, but the tension between inner authenticity and 
institutional orthodoxy remained unresolved. 

While most Tokugawa period Zen monks pursued their voca- 
tions within the temples and monasteries, others rejected any connec- 
tion with the Zen establishment and lived as independents. Sometimes 
traveling as impoverished vagabonds, their styles often highly eccen- 
tric, such teachers tended to view their lives as a protest against what 
they considered the falseness and pretense of the temple priests. The 
Zen master Unkei Tosui (d. 1683), for example, abandoned his position 
as abbot of a Soto temple in Echigo, working at times as a palanquin 
carrier, a sweeper, and a maker of straw horseshoes (a.e.). Known as 
“Beggar Tosui,” he is said to have worn only a paper robe and a rope 
belt. After a day of begging, he would take whatever he had received 
and make rice balls to distribute to children and beggars. Tosui avoided 
residence in the temples and ended his life in a hut in Kyoto, selling 
vinegar at a roadside stand. It is uncertain whether Ryokan was aware 
of the details of Tosui s career, but, though they are separated by nearly 
a century, the parallels between the two are certainly striking. Other 
celebrated “independents” of the seventeenth and eighteenth centu- 
ries include the Soto teacher Fugai Ekun (1568-1654), who is said to 
have lived in a mountain cave and who was renowned for his brush- 
work, and Maisao (or Baisao, d. 1765), “Old Tea Seller,” a Zen master 
who composed poetry and managed a tea stall. 

Ryokan ’s master Kokusen was a successor in the Soto line of 
Gesshu and had studied under Manzan. Tradition has it that when 
Ryokan questioned him about his style of Zen, Kokusen replied: “First 
make a row of stones, then put soil on top” — presumably referring to 
the traditional manner in which foundations are laid for Japanese build- 
ings. But, in fact, little is known of Kokusen s Zen or of the actual char- 
acter of Ryokan ’s studies at his temple. Entsuji was primarily a training 
temple for Zen monks in Kokusen ’s line, with a regular population of 
some forty practitioners. Judging from the rules for Entsuji’s daily 
practice 6 and the various poems in which Ryokan recalls his years as a 
novice, we can presume that Ryokan observed the usual Zen monastic 
routine, combining regular periods of zazen (seated meditation) and 
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chanting of the Buddhist scriptures with begging and various manual 
chores. His schedule doubtless also included the intensive ninety-day 
meditation retreats, or ango, held in summer and winter, as well as pri- 
vate instruction from Kokusen and lectures on the writings of Dogen. 

In 1790, Ryokan received Kokusen’s inka, or “seal of approval, " 
his formal acknowledgment of Ryokan s realization of Zen. Kokusen’s 
sanction took the form of a Chinese poem, together with a staff of wild 
wisteria, symbolizing the Zen teaching.' The opening line of the poem 
begins, “Ryokan! How nice to be like a fool,” and Ryokan s other reli- 
gious name, Taigu (“Great Fool”), may have been bestowed on this 
occasion.” Kokusen addresses Ryokan in the poem by the title anju, 
“Hermitage Master,” leading to speculation that Ryokan had been given 
charge of a particular an, or subtemple, on the grounds of Entsuji. The 
official title by which Ryokan was known in Kokusen’s line, that of sbu- 
so, or “head monk,” also suggests that he had advanced to a position of 
importance at the temple, serving as leader of Entsuji’s meditation hall. 

Ryokan and the nun Gitei (1761-1837) were the last of thirty 
disciples who received Kokusen’s inka, both being awarded poems 
and a staff. The following year, Kokusen died at age sixty-eight. Ryokan 
does not seem to have been attracted to Kokusen’s successors at Entsuji, 
and he gradually drifted away from the temple, though he remained 
friendly with individual priests with whom he had trained under 
Kokusen and kept the master’s inkci verse with him throughout his life. 
Clearly disillusioned with much of what passed for Zen study in the 
temples, Ryokan inveighs in his poems against the ignorance and 
hypocrisy of the Soto priesthood and its betrayal of Dogen s original 
teaching. However elevated the status accorded him, Ryokan never 
seems to have been comfortable within an organization or a hierarchy, 
whether religious or secular. Ultimately, he abandoned his place in the 
Soto Zen establishment, just as earlier he had renounced his connec- 
tions with the house of Tachibana and relinquished his position as suc- 
cessor to the headman of Izumozaki. 

Ryokan s training as a young monk apparently included years of 
wandering on pilgrimage, or angya, the traditional period of travel and 
study in which the Zen monk leaves his original temple to search out 
and examine various teachers, testing and maturing his understanding. 
Ryokan s poems describe the harshness and exhilaration of his jour- 
neys, drifting across the country, meditating and camping under the 
stars. At the same time, Ryokan ridicules his own youthful passion and 
inexperience during these years of wandering and compares his mis- 
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guided attempts to discover the truth to trying to satisfy one's hunger 
with a picture of a rice cake. Once again, however, details are lacking. 
There remain only two accounts of Ryokan’s activities during this peri- 
od. The first, a letter by Ryokan’s friend the nun Teishin, describes how 
the young Ryokan secretly enters the compound of a reclusive Echigo 
Zen master, Taiji Soryu (d. 1789), and leaves a note begging Soryu to 
receive him. The master instantly agrees, to the astonishment of the 
other monks. 9 The second account of Ryokan’s angya is a memoir by 
Kondo Banjo (d. 1848), an Edo literatus who states that he stayed sev- 
eral nights in Ryokan’s hut while traveling in Tosa. 10 Contained in his 
work Nezame no tomo (A Bedside Companion), the memoir was writ- 
ten by Banjo in old age, long after the events he describes, and employs 
an identical-sounding but incorrect Chinese character for the “Ryo” in 
Ryokan’s name. Some Japanese scholars have consequently questioned 
whether the monk Banjo encounters in Tosa is the Ryokan with whom 
we are familiar or another monk with a similar name. However, in the 
Ryokan zenji kiiva (Curious Accounts of the Zen Master Ryokan), 
Kera Yoshishige, who, as a child, knew Ryokan, mentions both Banjo’s 
stay with the Master and his record of the visit; and this together with 
the fact that the Nezame no tomo has been preserved as a treasure of 
the Kera family, Ryokan’s longtime supporters, tends to confirm its 
importance as a source for Ryokan’s biography. The full account reads: 

My name is Banjo. Long ago, when I was very young, I trav- 
eled through the province of Tosa. I was still some three ri 1 1 
from the castle town, 12 when I was caught in a terrible 
downpour, and to make matters worse, the sun had set. See- 
ing a tumbledown hut at the foot of a mountain about two 
cb(V* from the road, I went to ask if I could stay the night. 1 
found a monk with a pale, thin face, seated alone beside the 
hearth. 

“I have no food,” he told me. “I haven’t even a screen to 
keep out the wind.” 

“So long as I have shelter from the rain,” I replied, “what 
more do I need?” 

In this way, I finally prevailed upon him to let me stay the 
night. 

Till late that evening, I sat facing him across the hearth, 
but after our initial conversation, he did not speak at all. He 
did not even practice meditation, sleep, or recite the nen- 
butsu. 14 Whatever I said to him, he would simply smile. “He 
must be crazy!” I thought to myself. 
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That evening I slept beside the hearth, and when I awoke 
at dawn, the priest, too, was fast asleep, his head resting on 
his arm. The new day arrived, but the rain was coming 
down even more violently than on the previous night. See- 
ing it was impossible to continue my journey, I asked if I 
could stay, at least until the rain let up a bit. 

“Stay as long as you wish,” he replied, which made me 
even happier than having been allowed to stay the day 
before. 

Around midmorning, he fed me some wheat flour mixed 
in hot water. Glancing about the hut, I noticed only a wood- 
en Buddha and a small desk by the window, on which were 
placed two books. Apart from these, he literally hadn’t a 
thing. Opening the books to see what they were, I found 
them to be a Chinese edition of Chuang-tzu . ,s Tucked be- 
tween the leaves were some old-style Chinese poems writ- 
ten in cursive script, which appeared to be the monk’s own 
compositions. Being unschooled in Chinese poetry, I was 
unable to judge the quality of the verses but could not help 
being struck by the writer’s calligraphy, and taking from my 
carrying box two fans, I asked him to inscribe them for me. 
He instantly seized his brush, dipped it in ink, and began to 
draw — on the first, a warbler on the branch of a plum tree, 
on the second, Mount Fuji. Sadly, 1 have forgotten what he 
wrote, but I recall that beneath the inscription on the pic- 
ture of Mount Fuji were the words “Who is it saying this? 
Ryokan from Echigo.” 

That night, with the rain still falling and showing no sign 
of letting up, I stayed again with the monk beside the 
hearth. By the following morning, however, the rain had 
completely disappeared and the sun was shining. After a 
breakfast of the usual wheat flour, I offered my host some 
money in appreciation for my two-night stay. But he refused, 
saying simply, “What am I going to do with that?’’ Feeling I 
would have been remiss not to return his kindness, I offered 
him instead some calligraphy paper and poem cards, which 
he accepted with delight. 

All this happened over thirty years ago. Recently, how- 
ever, I came across a work titled Hokuetsu kidan (Curious 
Tales of Echigo) by one Tachibana Mochiyo. It tells of a cer- 
tain Ryokan from Echigo — I can’t recall the exact place — 
the eldest son of a Mr. Tachibana, head of a prominent 
family. From an early age, he delighted in literature and par- 
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ticularly excelled in calligraphy. But he was determined to 
be just like the ancient masters, even refusing to succeed to 
the headship of his eminent family, and in the end he aban- 
doned the world and disappeared. Having read the details of 
how he lived in his hut, I realized this was none other than 
the monk I had met in Tosa, and vividly recalling that time 
long past, tears wet my sleeve all night. . . . 

I wrote all this over twenty years ago, recording every- 
thing I observed and compiling a collection titled A Bedside 
Companion, which has remained in my possession. Recent- 
ly, however, the abbot of Denchu-an 16 saw my account and 
said: “I, too, am a native of Echigo and sorely miss Ryokan. 

Won’t you make a copy of what you’ve written for me?” And 
I could not refuse. 

Recorded by the seventy-year-old Banjo, Master of the 
Camellia Garden, in early summer of the second year 
of Koka (1845) 17 

Ryokan returned to his native Echigo probably not later than 
1795, the year of I’nan’s suicide. Ryokan ’s mother had died some 
twelve years before, and following I’nan’s retirement, Ryokan’s younger 
brother Yoshiyuki (or Yushi, 1762-1834) had inherited the office of 
headman of Izumozaki and control of the Tachibana family’s affairs. 
Yoshiyuki was to prove even less adequate as an administrator than his 
father, and he soon found himself embroiled in disputes with Izumo- 
zaki’s townspeople. In 1810, the Tachibana were defeated in a lawsuit 
accusing them of embezzling public funds, and the family property 
was confiscated and Yoshiyuki banished to the ancestral village of Yoita. 

Ryokan’s precise movements after his homecoming are uncer- 
tain. He seems to have lived by begging, staying for a time in a lean-to 
near Gomoto, a coastal town not far from Izumozaki, and later in 
vacant huts on the grounds of several local Buddhist temples. By 1800, 
Ryokan had moved to Mount Kugami, a peak some twelve miles north 
of Izumozaki that was to remain closely associated with Ryokan’s life 
and writings. Picturesque and remote, with commanding views of the 
surrounding area, roamed by monkeys and wild deer, Mount Kugami 
seems to have provided an ideal setting for both poetry and medita- 
tion. By 1804, Ryokan had established himself in a thatched hut in the 
precincts of Kokujoji, a Shingon 18 temple on the mountain’s western 
slope. Known as Gogo-an, the hut had been named for its late tenant, 
a Buddhist hermit who subsisted on a ration of five measures (gogo) of 
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rice. That Ryokan had already achieved a certain celebrity among his 
neighbors is clear from the contemporary account by Tachibana 
Mochiyo in his Hokuetsu kidan xi) ~the work cited in Banjo s Nezame 
no tomo, quoted earlier. Published in 1811 in Edo, it is our earliest reli- 
able source for Ryokan, and it presents a colorful description of the 
Master’s life from the time of his return to Izumozaki until his move to 
Gogo-an. Tachibana writes: 

In this Gogo-an, there has recently lived a strange priest. His 
desirelessness, purity, and unworldliness have been praised 
by all. He is the eldest son of the Tachibana clan of Izumo- 
zaki, a large and wealthy family. He spent six years studying 
under the [Confucian] teacher Shiyo, then studied under a 
Zen monk and traveled extensively on pilgrimage. When he 
abandoned his home [to become a monk], he left behind a 
note assigning all responsibility for the family to his brother, 
and for several years afterward nothing was heard from him. 

Much later, in a place known as Gomoto, which was by 
the seashore, there was a vacant hut, and one evening a trav- 
eling monk came and inquired at a neighboring house if he 
might stay in it. The following day, he went out begging in 
the neighborhood, and when he had received enough food 
to satisfy his needs for the day, he returned to the hut. If he 
received more than he needed, he would share it with the 
birds and animals. In this manner, half a year passed. People 
praised his virtue and some would give him clothes. Any 
extra clothing he would share with the poor. 

Because his dwelling was only a short distance from Izu- 
mozaki, people there heard about him, and someone told 
my brother: “He must be Tachibana." My brother searched 
the shore at Gomoto and found the hut, but its occupant 
was out. The brushwood door was unfastened, and ivy cov- 
ered everything. Inside, he found a desk on which lay a 
brush and inkstone, and a hearth containing a single clay 
pot. The walls of the hut were covered with poems. Reading 
them, he experienced an unworldly feeling, as if serene 
moonlight had spontaneously purified his mind. “The callig- 
raphy is without doubt [Tachibana's],” he reported to the 
neighbor, who proceeded to spread the word around 
Izumozaki. Ryokan s relatives then came and attempted to 
bring him home with them, but he refused. They then 
offered him food and clothing, but he insisted he had no 
need for it and returned it to them. His whereabouts after 
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this are uncertain, but years later he settled at Gogo-an. His 
daily life is just as I have described it. He is truly an enlight- 
ened monk for our time. 20 

Mount Kugami was to be Ryokan s home for some twenty-six 
years, shaping both his poetry and the distinct character of his daily 
life. Though virtually all of Ryokan s poems are undated, many refer by 
name to Mount Kugami, and Ryokan s mature literary work probably 
has its inception in the period when he settled on the mountain and 
took up residence at Gogo-an. But, again, facts are few, and even the 
sites of Ryokan s huts on Mount Kugami are approximate, the present 
huts being modern reconstructions. 

Ryokan prized the beauty and solitude of Gogo-an, but he was 
not bound to his hut. Even in old age, he made excursions throughout 
the area around Mount Kugami, staying with friends or putting up at 
local Buddhist temples, and on occasion he may have traveled farther 
afield, even setting off once more on pilgrimage. Around 1814, Ryokan 
began to move between Gogo-an and a second hut, located on the 
grounds of Otogo jinja, a deserted Shinto shrine set in a crypt omeria 
forest at the foot of Kugami’s southern slope. The Otogo hut, which 
became Ryokan s permanent residence after 1816, stood in a grove of 
bamboo, within earshot of the bell that announced rare visitors to the 
shrine. 

Ryokan s routine varied with the weather. During rainy spells or 
when his hut was buried under snow, he would stay indoors, some- 
times for days, meditating, reading Buddhist texts and the Chinese and 
Japanese classics, practicing calligraphy, and composing poetry. This 
pattern probably helps to explain why many of Ryokan s poems depict 
inclement weather, particularly the frequent snowfall and rains typical 
of Echigo. On clear spring or autumn days, Ryokan would invariably go 
out to beg in the nearby villages and towns. Because he was an impov- 
erished monk without a temple or disciples, begging was Ryokan s sole 
means of support. But, as his poems make clear, begging for Ryokan 
was a special source of pride, as much a joy as a necessity, an expres- 
sion of the Buddha’s enlightenment and an opportunity to share that 
enlightenment with his neighbors. Taking his staff and his lacquer beg- 
ging bowl, Ryokan would leave his hut at daybreak, making his way 
down the steep slopes of the mountain and exulting in the early morn- 
ing air. At times, he would spend the day tramping with his bowl from 
village to village, not returning to Mount Kugami till nightfall. Ryokan s 
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begging was unlike the ritualized begging of the great Zen monaste- 
ries, whose precision lines of impassive monks can still be seen pro- 
ceeding grimly with their bowls through Japanese villages and towns. 
By contrast, Ryokan would freely interrupt his rounds to play with chil- 
dren, drink raw sake with an old farmer, or visit a friend. At other times, 
he would stop to pick flowers and gather the wild vegetables that are 
a popular spring delicacy in the mountains, frequently joined by boys 
and girls and even other adults. 

Ryokan’s relations with his neighbors were not limited to beg- 
ging. Ryokan had a genuine affection for the common people of his 
native area, and they seem to have reciprocated, welcoming him wher- 
ever he went. An integral part of the life of the district, Ryokan could 
be found dancing through the night at village festivals or exchanging 
rounds of drinks with the farmers at local wineshops. 

According to the accounts of his contemporaries, Ryokan’s good- 
natured simplicity and ingenuousness made him everyone’s friend, but 
endeared him particularly to children, who would flock to the Master 
in droves. Ryokan tells us he would always carry with him two or three 
balls, and when he went begging in the villages, children would swarm 
around him, clinging to his sleeves, shouting and clapping in delight. 
Ryokan’s thin, lanky frame was instantly recognizable, and his friend 
the poet Yamada Toko noted how, seeing him, all the children would 
yell: 

Here he comes, Master Ryokan 
Skinny as the season’s first sardine ! 21 

Unable to refuse the children’s demands that he join their 
games, Ryokan would end by abandoning his rounds. At times, he 
would spend the entire day playing with the village girls and boys, to 
the astonishment and disapproval of adult passersby. “Wherever the 
Master went, a crowd of children would gather around him,” Ryokan s 
young friend Suzuki Bundai recalled. “When people asked, ‘Why do 
you act like this?’ the Master would reply: ‘I love their truthfulness, 
their lack of pretense.’ ” 22 

The particular games in which Ryokan joined are still popular 
with Japanese children: onigokko, a sort of combination tag and blind- 
man’s bluff; hide-and-seek; “grass fights,” in which opponents pull apart 
looped blades of grass to see whose loop will break first; sumo wres- 
tling; ohajiki, a game, using flat stones or seashells, played by snapping 
one’s piece against one’s opponents’ to drive them out of a circle; and 
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temari, Japanese handball, a game of skill involving counting and 
bouncing accompanied by special songs. 

Children also seem to have enjoyed teasing Ryokan, who even 
in old age was apparently willing to “play along.” In the early part of 
the twentieth century, Suzuki Bundai’s grandson Hoken, a professor of 
literature at Kyoto University, recalled his grandmother telling him that 
as a child she had often played with Ryokan: “ ‘Ryokan was afraid of 
mice,’ she told me, and when we’d play ball or blind-man’s bluff, we’d 
say: “Ryokan, a mouse! a mouse!” And he’d shout: “Oh my! Oh my!” 
and look anxiously all around. No matter how many times we’d say 
this, he would do the same thing over and over.’ ” 25 

Ryokan s forbearance in the face of the children’s constant teas- 
ing was also noted by Bundai’s adopted son Tekiken: 

When the Zen Master went out, children would follow him. 
Sometimes they would shout at him loudly, and the Master 
would shout back in surprise, throwing up his hands, reel- 
ing backward and almost losing his balance. Whenever the 
children found the Master, they were always ready to do 
this. Ordinary people frowned on this behavior. My late 
father once questioned the Master about it. The Master 
laughed and told him: “WTien the children surprise me this 
way, it makes them happy. When the children are happy, it 
makes me happy. The children are happy, and I’m happy, 
too; everyone is happy together, and so I do it all the time. 

There’s no truer happiness than this!” This happiness of the 
Master’s was itself a manifestation of the ultimate truth. 24 

Nevertheless, at times Ryokan did become exhausted and would 
have to make his escape. “The children like to circle around him,” Ozeki 
Bunchu wrote in 1818, “clapping their hands and laughing with delight. 
When the Teacher tires of this, he lies down and pretends to be dead. 
Then, when the children are no longer hemming him in, he slowly gets up 
and walks away.” 25 

It is hardly surprising that Japanese children are raised on 
humorous tales about Ryokan, many centering on Ryokan s own child- 
like innocence and credulity. The following, recorded in Ryokan s 
native Echigo, is typical of the stories known to nearly every Japanese 
child: 



Ryokan was playing hide-and-seek, and when it came his 
turn to hide, he looked around for a spot where the children 
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wouldn’t find hint. Noticing a tall haystack, he crawled in- 
side, concealing himself completely in the hay. No matter 
how hard they searched, the children couldn't find him. 

Soon they grew tired of playing, the sun began to set, and 
when they saw the smoke rising from the dinner fires, they 
deserted Ryokan and returned to their homes. Unaware of 
this, Ryokan imagined the children were still searching for 
him. Thinking, “Here they come to look for me!” “Now 
they’re going to find me!” he waited and waited. He waited 
all night and was still waiting when dawn arrived. In farm- 
houses, in the morning, the kitchen hearth is lit with bun- 
dles of hay, and when the farmer's daughter came to fetch 
some of these, she was startled to find Ryokan hiding in the 
haystack. “Ryokan! What in the world are you doing here?" 
she cried. “Shhh!" Ryokan warned her, “the children will 
find me !” 20 

Other tales typically play on Ryokan’s chronic forgetfulness, his 
tendency to misplace even his most personal and valued belongings. 
Ryokan’s own poems and letters make it clear that he was perennially 
absentminded, forgetting his walking stick, his precious begging bowl, 
his books, and, on one occasion, even his underwear. He attempted to 
keep one cherished volume from straying by inscribing on it the notice 
“This is mine”; and on the advice of friends, he compiled a long check- 
list of personal items he carried with him, such as balls, playing stones, 
and cash, but promptly forgot the list itself, still preserved at Suzuki 
Bundai’s house. 

Ryokan’s unconventional way of life evoked at least as much 
admiration as bewilderment, and he maintained a wide circle of friends, 
most with homes in the vicinity of Mount Kugami. Many seem to have 
been local rustics, unlettered farmers who were Ryokan’s neighbors; 
but others were amateur literati, scholars of Chinese like Suzuki Bundai 
and his brother Ryuzo, or poets like Harada Jakusai, Ryokan’s younger 
brother Yoshiyuki, and the sake brewers Abe Sadayoshi and Yamada 
Toko, together with various merchants, doctors, and village headmen. 
Ryokan would frequently stay at his friends’ homes, and he looked for- 
ward to their visits to his hut, where, together, they would drink, talk, 
and compose poetry. Although, technically, liquor is forbidden to Bud- 
dhist monks, Ryokan loved sake. But his drinking seems to have been 
largely social, an activity shared with friends, and he never appears to 
have drunk to excess. “When people give the Teacher sake,” Ozeki s 




Ryokan of Mount Kugami 



17 



biography observes, “he can imbibe and remain completely relaxed. If 
people urge him to get up and dance, he doesn’t hesitate. When he’s 
had enough, he simply leaves without saying anything .” 27 Like pipe 
smoking, another favorite pastime, drinking sake with friends and 
neighbors seems to have been regarded by Ryokan as a natural and per- 
fectly harmless activity. 

Despite its compensations, Ryokan ’s life on Mount Kugami was 
a difficult one, fraught with physical hardship. Besides being obliged 
to haul his own water and firewood along Kugami’s rugged slopes, 
Ryokan remained throughout his years on the mountain an impover- 
ished beggar, depending on the alms of neighbors who were often 
themselves in dire straits. Starvation seems to have been a constant 
threat, particularly in winter when Ryokan was snowed in and unable 
to make his rounds of the towns and villages. He was frequently forced 
to rely on his friends to supply him with food and other necessities, 
and most of his roughly two hundred surviving letters are simple notes 
soliciting or acknowledging various forms of assistance and sometimes 
accompanied by brief poems. While never impolite, Ryokan ’s language 
in these letters tends to be amusingly direct, even blunt, with no trace 
of pleading or unctuousness. His friends, in turn, the letters suggest, 
responded to his requests with unfailing generosity and warmth. 

The multitude of items mentioned in the letters offer an inti- 
mate glimpse into Ryokan ’s day-to-day existence on Mount Kugami. 
Along with staples such as rice, miso, and salt that must have sustained 
him through the harsh winter months, conspicuous among the goods 
Ryokan mentions in his letters are “luxuries,” especially tobacco and 
sake — clearly Ryokan’s favorite gifts — and sweets, like edible lily bulbs. 
Other offerings noted in Ryokan ’s correspondence include an assort- 
ment of foodstuffs, among them seasonal fruits (pears and pomegran- 
ates), vegetables (eggplant, yams, daikon, or Japanese radish, burdock, 
ginger, parsley, red peppers), prepared foods (preserved plums, rice 
cakes, boiled beans, fried tofu, yokan, or sweet bean jelly, sugar candy, 
preserved chrysanthemums), flour, tea, konbu (dried kelp), brandy, 
and even a carp. The letters also show that Ryokan turned to his friends 
for clothes (a hat, geta — wooden Japanese platform sandals — a wad- 
ded cotton coat, underwear), household furnishings (futon, straw mats, 
towels, incense, candles, lamp oil, oiled paper umbrellas), paper, ink, 
and brushes for calligraphy, even cash. Some of these may have been 
one-time items, but others, like calligraphy supplies, were apparently 
regular gifts. An avid calligrapher whose work was much sought after. 
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Ryokan seems to have been perpetually short of writing materials. His 
friend and biographer Bundai reealls visiting Ryokan’s hut and seeing 
on his desk an inkstone, several worn-out brushes, and fifty' or sixty 
sheets of paper, each so densely covered with calligraphy that it ap- 
peared to be solid black. 28 

Along with poverty and hunger, Ry okan suffered from a number 
of chronic ailments, which worsened with age and were no doubt exac- 
erbated by the austere conditions of his life on Mount Kugami. In 
winter, he was afflicted by colds and lumbago, while the sticky summer 
months brought on vomiting, diarrhea, and skin disease. Ryokan was 
fortunate in numbering among his friends many doctors, who kept him 
supplied with medicine; but his health during the years on Mount 
Kugami seems to have been poor at best, a reality reflected in the 
numerous poems that depict periods of illness and convalescence. 

Although too humble to act as a teacher or to accept formal dis- 
ciples, Ryokan was joined at his hut in 1815 by a fourteen-year-old Shin- 
gon monk named Henchd (1801-1876), who had visited Ryokan on 
Mount Kugami and begged to be allowed to remain and serve as his 
attendant. As Ryokan grew older, Hencho s assistance with the tasks 
of carrying water and gathering firewood must have been welcome, 
and Hencho may also have acted as caretaker during the periods when 
Ryokan was traveling or staying with friends. 

By 1826, however, Ryokan ’s increasing age and infirmity forced 
him at last to leave his beloved mountain and accept the hospitality of 
his friend and supporter the merchant Kimura Motouemon (1778- 
1848). While Henchd settled at a Shingon temple in Jizodo, Ryokan 
moved to a detached house on the grounds of the Kimura family man- 
sion in Shimazaki, a village some seven miles south of Mount Kugami. 
But although warmly received by Kimura, Ryokan seems to have been 
unhappy living in the town, lonely for the familiar sights and sounds of 
his mountain home. 

It was at this low ebb in Ryokan s fortunes that he first met the 
nun Teishin (1798-1872), probably in the fall of 1827. Teishin was the 
beautiful daughter of a samurai from Nagaoka, a castle town some four- 
teen miles southeast of Shimazaki. She had married a doctor but, find- 
ing herself widowed after only five years, shaved her head and became 
a Buddhist nun, entering a Pure Land temple near her native Nagaoka. 
Teishin was an accomplished writer of tanka, the traditional thirty- 
one-syllable (S-7-5-7-7) Japanese verse form, and learning of Ry okan s 
fame as a poet, she determined to travel to Shimazaki and seek his 
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instruction. At the time of their first meeting, Ryokan was sixty-nine, 
Teishin only twenty-nine. The visit left them both exhilarated, and led 
to a close relationship that brightened Ryokan’s final years. Teishin was 
often at Ryokan’s side, even nursing him when he was ill, and the deep 
affection they shared is revealed in the many poems they exchanged, 
collected by Teishin under the title Dew on the Lotus ( Hachisu no 
tsuyu).-’ 

Ryokan’s health continued to deteriorate, and by the winter of 
1830, he was confined to his bed by violent diarrhea, unable to eat, his 
suffering compounded by the insomnia that had plagued him over the 
years. Sometimes delirious, tended by Teishin and Hencho, Ryokan 
continued to write throughout his final illness. The end came in late 
afternoon on the sixth day of the New Year, 1831. Teishin records that 
Ryokan, seated in meditation posture, died “just as if he were falling 
asleep.”* 0 

Ryokan’s funeral was held at the Kimura mansion and attended 
by nearly three hundred mourners, including representatives from 
seventeen Buddhist temples and many ordinary farmers and villagers 
from the surrounding area. Some of Ryokan’s friends sent poems to the 
service, expressing their grief. Tomitori Masanari of Jizfxlo*' offered a 
tanka titled “Mourning the Passing of Zen Master Ryokan” that sug- 
gests the intimate place Ryokan occupied in the lives of those who 
knew him: 



Year after year 

We frolicked together in the spring fields 
But this year 
With whom shall I pluck 
the young spring greens?* 2 

And Ryokan’s brother Yoshiyuki wrote: 

Picking spring greens 

This, too, has become my keepsake of you 

The sky at twilight 

On a day long ago** 

Ryokan’s poetry was much appreciated by his friends, but he 
seems to have written purely for his own and their enjoyment and 
never to have sought a wider audience for his work. Although none of 
Ryokan’s poems were published in his lifetime, manuscript collections 
circulated widely in Echigo after his death, and by the end of the nine- 
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teenth century, some of Ryokan’s kanshi and waka had begun to ap- 
pear in print. In the early years of the twentieth century, Ryokan’s writ- 
ings and biography were seriously studied for the first time, with new 
materials uncovered and published through the efforts of two Echigo 
schoolteachers, Nishigori Kyugo (1866-1932) and Tamaki Reikichi 
(d. 1922). Ryokan was finally catapulted to national attention by the 
writer Soma Gyofu, who from 1918 till his death in 1950 produced a 
series of widely read works devoted to Ryokan s life and poetry. 

Postwar Japan has, meanwhile, experienced an explosion of pop- 
ular interest in Ryokan, whose appeal now extends beyond aesthetes 
and intellectuals to the general public. Through the works of Soma and 
others who collected local tales and legends, Ryokan has now become 
a part of Japanese folklore. Stories about the whimsical monk of Mount 
Kugami are a staple of modern Japanese children’s literature, and a 
survey conducted in 1970 showed 99 percent of elementary school 
students to be familiar with Ryokan. 

At first glance, Ryokan may seem an unlikely culture hero for 
modern Japan, a land often regarded as oppressively conformist, status- 
obsessed, and materialistic, a place where, as the Japanese themselves 
observe, “The nail that sticks up gets hit.” By contemporary or even 
eighteenth-century standards, the Ryokan we encounter in the poems 
and in the records of his biographers would appear to be a failure, a 
dropout, a loner in a society where group identity and affiliation can 
be all-important. Yet precisely this aspect of Ryokan has made him pop- 
ular with today ’s Japanese. Those qualities epitomized by Ryokan in the 
popular imagination — simplicity, trust, goodness — are still regarded by 
many in Japan as the essence of the Japanese spirit, the basis of all Japa- 
nese social groups, from the clan to the corporation. Such qualities 
may be as rare in Japan as elsewhere, but in Japan they are particularly 
valued, even if only as an ideal. This is a fact that often eludes foreign 
observers, distracted by the aggressive modernity, wealth, and sophis- 
tication of bustling cities like Tokyo or Osaka; but it remains an impor- 
tant element of the Japanese psyche, critical to the way in which the 
Japanese view themselves. 

Ryokan, moreover, is revered not only as quintessentially Japa- 
nese, but as quintessentially “Zen.” It is true that, unlike other famous 
monks, Ryokan never founded temples, composed religious tracts, 
trained disciples, or delivered sermons. In fact, he seems to have studi- 
ously avoided talking about Zen at all. Instead, Ryokan appears to have 
taught through his own life. If Ryokan is admired in Japan as a para- 
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digm of the fully liberated person, it is because he was free from both 
secular and religious conventions, not only playing hide-and-seek with 
the children and living as a beggar on the mountainside, but also join- 
ing in the village festivals and drinking sake with the local farmers. 
There remains uncertainty about Ryokan ’s title of zenji, or “Zen Mas- 
ter,” a title indicating that a Zen monk has been officially acknowl- 
edged as his teacher’s heir and a teacher in his own right, qualified to 
transmit the Dharma to heirs of his own. Existing Soto sect lineage 
charts designate Ryokan as Kokusen’s heir, but this status could well 
have been conferred in retrospect to acknowledge Ryokan’s later cele- 
brity. “Zen Master,” in Ryokan ’s case, may have been more a sobriquet 
than a formal rank, a deferential title spontaneously accorded Ryokan 
by his friends and neighbors in Echigo in recognition of his spiritual 
attainment. Certainly Ryokan never referred to himself as a teacher or 
a Zen master, but others regularly referred to him as such, including his 
friends Suzuki Bundai and Teishin and his brother Yoshiyuki. The vil- 
lage children called him simply “Ryokan sa!" — sa being an informal 
local variation of the Japanese san, or “mister.” 

Ryokan’s freewheeling way of life was itself a rebuke to what he 
regarded as the sham and rigidity of the Japanese Zen monasteries. But 
although he distanced himself from the Soto temple establishment after 
his return to Echigo, Ryokan’s writings show that he remained passion- 
ately committed to Buddhism and to his role as a monk. In this sense, 
Ryokan was a traditionalist. He lamented that Dogen’s teachings were 
no longer understood in the Soto temples and contended that the 
monk’s practice of begging was the means to revive the original Bud- 
dhism of Shakyamuni. Judging by his poems and his biographers’ ac- 
counts, Ryokan was also devoted to Zen meditation. He would practice 
outdoors among the hills and streams around Mount Kugami or in his 
hut, sitting in zazen all night or sometimes for days on end when he 
was snowed in; he even maintained his practice when traveling and 
staying in the homes of his patrons and friends. 

Ryokan’s approach to Buddhism was forthrightly nonsectarian. 
The Lotus Sutra, though not specifically identified with Zen, was among 
Ryokan’s favorite scriptures, and he composed a series of poems based 
on its text and copied out the Sutra in its entirety. Although a Soto Zen 
monk by training, Ryokan never criticized other schools and readily 
embraced the popular forms of Buddhism traditionally practiced by 
the masses in rural Japan, worshiping Kannon, M repeating the nen- 
butsu, even serving as caretaker of a Shinto shrine. Ryokan’s hermitage 




Essays 



22 

Gogo-an belonged to the Shingon, or Esoteric, sect, as did many of the 
temples around Mount Kugami where Ryokan would stay on his travels 
in the area; and Ryokan was buried at the Shimazaki Ryusenji, an Ikko 
sect^ temple that served as the mortuary chapel of the Kimura family. 

Ryokan ’s disregard for sectarian differences would seem to re- 
flect his identification with the fundamental concerns common to Bud- 
dhism as a whole. Much of the development of Mahayana Buddhism, 
and of the Zen school in particular, has crystallized around a single piv- 
otal question: What is the relationship between the world of enlighten- 
ment, of original, unconditioned mind, and the transient world of ordi- 
nary human existence? The most noted teachers of Buddhism have 
generally been those who offered arresting responses to this problem. 
Most, however, agree that reality itself is a whole, that the dichotomy 
between enlightenment and ignorance is more apparent than real; 
when seen with the eye of wisdom, they maintain, the world of bud- 
dhas and the world of human beings are constantly and perfectly inter- 
fused. This is a tenet of the teachings of nearly all important Mahayana 
texts, from the Heart and Lotus sutras to the writings of Kukai and the 
records of the T ang Zen masters.*’ 

In the attempt to resolve the “great matter of birth and death,” 
Zen, in particular, has stressed the practice of meditation and the expe- 
rience of enlightenment, the realization of one’s original nature. But 
Zen, it is said, demands one thing more. To be truly enlightened, the 
old masters insist, it is not enough simply to realize original nature; 
it must somehow be actualized, manifested. And to many Japanese, 
Ryokan’s own daily life, the qualities he reveals in his poems, his brush- 
work, and his at times almost comical innocence, constitute his direct 
and personal demonstration of the mind of enlightenment at work in 
the world of ordinary humanity. 




A Poetics of Mendicancy 

Nondualist Philosophy 

and Ryokan’s Figurative Strategies 

Ryuichi Abe 

Who says that my poems are poems? 
My poems aren’t poems at all 
When you understand 
That my poems really aren’t poems 
Then we can talk poetry together 

Ryokan 

“Text means Tissue, ” writes Roland Barthes, “but whereas hith- 
erto we have always taken this tissue as a product, a ready-made veil, 
behind which lies, more or less hidden, meaning (truth), we are now 
emphasizing, in the tissue, the generative idea that the text is made, 
is worked out in a perpetual interweaving. Barthes’ proposal to 
understand text as the topos of incessant semantic production — rather 
than as the representation of fixed meanings outside of it — speaks elo- 
quently of the seminal shift of emphasis in contemporary philosoph- 
ical and literary theories in their approach to studying text. Such a 
reminder, however, seems unnecessary for Ryokan, who, more than a 
century earlier than Barthes, articulated as follows the essentials of 
waka, the traditional Japanese poetry composed in the native kuna sylla- 
bary, consisting of forty-eight characters. 

Weaving the countless 

Vary ing tinges of texture 

Are the forty-eight phonetic letters 

Weaving them with their voices 

And echoes, the warp and woof 2 

The ever-changing shades of color in his poetry have captivated 
its readers, who return to it time and again, discovering something new 
with each rereading. It is probably because of the poet’s emphasis on 
such dynamic, generative aspects of poetic composition over conven- 
tional rhetorical regulations that his poems have been eagerly studied 
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and eulogized by many of the twentieth-century poets who have radi- 
cally transformed the Japanese poetic tradition: Masaoka Shiki (1867- 
1902), Ito Sachio (1864-1913), Saito Mokichi (1882-1953), Hagiwara 
Sakutaro (1886- 1942), and Aizu Yaichi (1881-1956), to name only a few. 

In one of his collected essays, the prominent Japanese critic 
Karaki Junzo relates that, following the death of his famed mentor, the 
Kyoto school philosopher Tanabe Hajime (1885-1962), he discovered 
in a drawer of his late teacher’s desk sheets of paper on which Tanabe 
had copied out thirty times a poem composed by Ryokan. 5 Each char- 
acter of the poem, each stroke of the characters, Karaki recalls, was 
inscribed by Tanabe with the utmost care as if to emulate Ryokan’s orig- 
inal style of calligraphy. As Karaki’s experience shows, Ryokan is also 
highly acclaimed for his mastery of calligraphy. Already during his life- 
time Ryokan’s brushwork, as much as his poetry, was widely admired. 
Even ordinary villagers pursued Ryokan to obtain his calligraphy; 4 
among the literati, Ryokan s repute spread beyond his own locale to 
the capital of Edo; 5 and counterfeits of his works even began to circu- 
late among connoisseurs. 6 It appears, however, that Ryokan himself 
did not enjoy his fame either as a calligrapher or as a poet. Kera Yoshi- 
shige (1810-1859), the village chief of Makigahana, who in his child- 
hood had been one of Ryokan’s regular playing companions on his dai- 
ly begging rounds, reports: “When anyone asked the Master for a 
sample of his calligraphy, the Master would say: After I practice and 
become good at it, I’ll write something for you.’ At other times, in the 
grip of inspiration, he would toss off one sheet of calligraphy after 
another. He never complained about the quality of his materials. The 
Master would write his poems from memory, and that’s why there 
were sometimes missing characters and some small variations in word- 
ing, so that there is no definitive version of his poems. ” 7 In a poem 
comically titled “Inspiration,” Ryokan complains: 

Shaving my head, becoming a monk 
I spent years on the road 
pushing aside wild grasses 
peering hard into the wind 
Now, everywhere I go 

people just hand me paper and brush: 

“Do some calligraphy!” “Write me a poem!” 8 

Suzuki Bundai, a Confucian teacher who was a friend of Ryokan’s 
and himself a poet, recalled in 1849: “He [Ryokan] once said, There 
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are three things I detest: professional calligraphers’ calligraphy; profes- 
sional poets’ poems; and professional cooks’ food.’ ” 9 Bundai’s state- 
ment suggests that Ryokan did not wish to be recognized merely as a 
calligrapher or a poet. Just as Ryokan is unique among eminent poets, 
his poems are renowned for their transgression of conventional rules. 
This is true for both of the literary formats in which he composed 
his poems: kansbi, poetry composed in classical Chinese characters, 
recited not in the original Chinese pronunciation, but in the pronun- 
ciation and grammatical order of Japanese transliteration; and waka, 
native Japanese poetry composed in kana, the Japanese phonetic alpha- 
bet, with rhythmically alternating five- and seven-syllable phrases. In 
his waka, Ryokan intentionally avoids the ornate style upheld by Dojoha 
— the mainstream school claiming to be the inheritor of kokin denju, 
the esoteric technical tradition originating from the medieval poet To 
Tsuneyori (1401-1494) — and takes as his source of inspiration the 
Man'yosbu, an eighth-century compendium of ancient poems, known 
for its archaic vocabulary and crude but direct style. 10 As for Ryokan’s 
kanshi, modern Japanese scholars have repeatedly pointed out a partic- 
ular stylistic affinity between his poems and those of the Han-sban 
sbib-cbi (Cold Mountain Poems), the collected poems of Han-shan, 
Shih-te, and Feng-kang, legendary T’ang dynasty Zen recluses on Mount 
T’ien-t’ai. 11 Ryokan mentions in several of his own poems that reading 
the Han-sban sbib-cbi was one of his favorite activities in his mountain 
hut. 12 However, a discussion on the relationship between Ryokan and 
Han-shan based strictly on their styles can be misleading. One of Han- 
shan ’s poems reads: 

There’s a certain scholar called Wang 
He laughs at my poems 
for their many errors 

He says: “You don’t know about bee’s waist’ 

“You don’t understand ‘crane’s knee’ 

“You don’t even know how to place p’ing-tsef 
“Careless, you string together 
trite words” 

But I laugh at him: “The way you make poems: 

The blind striving in vain 

to compose poems about the sun!” 13 

“Bee’s waist” (beng-yao) and “crane’s knee” ( bo-bsi ) are two vio- 
lations of the rules governing the balanced distribution of characters 
with identical sound and pitch. 14 P’ing-tse is a rule regulating the alio- 
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cation of accentuated and unaccentuated characters in classical Chi- 
nese poetry. IS As with Han-shan’s poems, Ryokan’s kanshi are often 
criticized for violating the traditional rules of Chinese poetry. Ryokan 
defends his own attitude toward poetry as follows: “Who says that my 
poems are poems? / My poems aren’t poems at all / When you under- 
stand that my poems really aren’t poems /Then we can talk poetry 
together.” 16 Ryokan appears not to care if his poems fail to be recog- 
nized as such. What is it, then, he aims to accomplish through his poet- 
ry? Ozeki Bunchu (d. 1834), one of Ryokan’s literary friends and a local 
physician, provides a clue: “Once, someone remarked that the Master’s 
kanshi contained many technical errors. The Master replied. I just say 
whatever is in my mind. What do I know about technical matters? If 
there are people schooled in such matters, they can make the correc- 
tions themselves.’ Abashed, the fellow slunk off.” 1 ' Ryokan under- 
scores this point in the following poem: 

How pitiful, those virtuous fellows! 

Moving into the recesses, they immerse 
themselves in composing poetry 
For Ancient Style, their models 
are the poems of Han and Wei 
For Recent Form, 

the T ang poets are their guide 
With gaudy words their lines are formed 
And further adorned by 
novel and curious phrases 
Yet if they fail to express 
what’s in their own minds 
What’s the use, no matter 

how many poems they compose! 18 

This poem makes explicit that the affinity between Ryokan and 
the Han-shan shih-chi cannot be revealed fully merely in terms of 
style. Rydkan’s poetry shares with that of the recluses on Cold Moun- 
tain its bold intent to break free from stylistic limitations, its direct, ear- 
nest voice unadulterated even by poetic conventions, ready to “say 
whatever is in my mind.” 

The celebrated Meiji novelist Natsume Soseki (1867-1916) is 
among those who appreciate the particular freedom manifested in 
Ryokan’s creation. On 17January 1914, Soseki wrote a thank you letter 
to a friend in Niigata who had sent him a copy of Ryokan’s collected 
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poems. “I deeply appreciate your kindness,” Soseki writes. “I find the 
Reverend’s [Ryokan’s] poetry so lofty that only a handful of poets from 
the ancient past would compare with him fairly. It also seems to me 
that he pays almost no attention to p’ing-tse and other regulations. 
What is your own opinion? Although I am no expert in this matter [of 
poetry], I find myself perfectly satisfied when I, as a Japanese, just 
recite his verses. As I read his poems, I always enjoy their subtlety man- 
ifesting itself right before me in their lines, phrases, and characters.” 10 
The letter goes on to convey Soseki’s request for original pieces of Ryo- 
kan’s calligraphy. On 16 March 1916, in a letter to his physician and 
friend Morinari Rinzo, Soseki describes his ecstasy at finally acquiring, 
with Morinari’s help, a treasure he had been pursuing for years: hand- 
written kanshi by Ryokan. “Everyone in the world wishes to have Ryo- 
kan’s calligraphy. But I insisted on Ryokan not because he is an excel- 
lent calligrapher, but because he is Ryokan. I even get upset when I see 
collectors displaying Ryokan’s work on their walls, evaluating it in the 
same way as [the works of other renowned calligraphers and poets 
such as] Shoo, San yo, and so forth. 20 They do not deserve to be the 
owners of a piece by Ryokan.” 21 

Soseki’s letters point to an interesting yet serious problem: on 
the one hand, Ryokan’s phenomenal popularity is in large part attribut- 
able to his unusual talent at poetry and calligraphy; on the other hand, 
it is impossible to understand Ryokan’s person by reducing him merely 
to a poet or a calligrapher. While this contradiction may well be the key 
to explaining Ryokan’s unique attraction, it also presents a difficulty for 
Ryokan scholars who attempt to understand Ryokan and his artistic 
creations. 



Characterizing Ryokan: Poet or Zen Master? 

In the introduction to his 1977 translation of Ryokan’s poems, Burton 
Watson states that his book was intended to fulfill the prophecy of 
Saito Mokichi, an eminent modern Japanese poet, who predicted that 
the time would come when Ryokan’s poems would be appreciated in 
China as well as in the West. 22 For the most part, the study of Ryokan 
in Western languages has followed Watson’s lead in characterizing Ryo- 
kan as a literary figure. Although Watson and other earlier translators 
are responsible for introducing Ryokan’s name to students in the West, 
their approach falls short of illustrating Ryokan’s multifarious charac- 
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teristics. Nor does it help in understanding the exceptional popularity 
Ryokan’s poems enjoy in contemporary Japan, where interpretation of 
Ryokan is divided between two opposing camps. 

The first camp consists of a group of scholars whose core is made 
up of local historians and ethnographers of the Echigo (present Niigata) 
region, who understand Ryokan above all as a religious-cultural hero. 
Probably the best-known figure in this group is Soma Gyofu (1883- 
1930), a native of the city of Itoigawa, Niigata, and a nationally renowned 
poet and literary critic, whose widely read 1919 biography Taigu Ryo- 
kan (Ryokan the Great Fool) 23 was singularly instrumental in expand- 
ing Ryokan’s popularity among the general public throughout Japan. In 
the same year, Tamaki Reikichi, a local historian and grammar school 
teacher and a native of the village of Kugami (formerly one of Ryokan’s 
regular begging sites), published the first edition of Ryokan’s collected 
writings, Ryokan zenshu (Complete Collection of Ryokan’s Works), 24 
which triggered the rapid growth of new bibliographical and histo- 
riographical research during the 1920s and 1930s. The work of these 
scholars — preserving Ryokan’s calligraphy, discovering new historical 
documents, collecting local oral traditions, establishing the Ryokan 
Study Society (Ryokan kai), and publishing academic and nonacademic 
periodicals dedicated to Ryokan — provided the foundation for the for- 
mation of the voluminous literature of modern Ryokan studies. Among 
other prominent figures in this group of scholars are Miya Eiji, renowned 
for his study of Ryokan ’s calligraphy; Sato Kichitaro, who prepared a 
detailed local history of Ryokan s home province; and Tanigawa Toshiro, 
who produced the most comprehensive bibliographical catalog of Ryo- 
kan studies to date. 23 

In his article ‘Ryokan’s Religiosity,” 26 Hasegawa Yozo, another 
Niigata native, a professor at Waseda University and an active member 
of the Ryokan Study Society, characterizes Ryokan as follows: 

I address Ryokan, as many others do, as Zen master (zenji). 

I would like to make it clear that I am using the term zenji 
in its literal sense, as a “master who excelled in meditative 
training and who is qualified to serve people as a teacher,” 
and not as the honorific title that the emperors of the past 
granted to high priests. The “zen” in my usage of zenji refers 
to the practice of meditation and not to a particular school 
of Zen. . . . Ryokan did not have any sectarian affiliation. He 
simply lived his life as a Buddhist through the practice of 
meditation. Because of this freedom, Ryokan enjoyed from 
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time to time even reciting nenbutsu [of the Pure Land 
school], (pp. 341-342) 

Ryokan is characterized as zenji because, Hasegawa argues, the term 
illustrates Ryokan’s unique quality as an ideal teacher for ordinary 
people. That is, Ryokan communicates his wisdom wrought by medi- 
tative practice to people without the authoritative arrogance of a high 
priest, without the biased obstinacy of a sectarian propagandist. Hase- 
gawa continues: 

It seems apparent to me that Ryokan did actually attain en- 
lightenment. People often overlook this because, contrary 
to the cases of many high Zen monks, Ryokan’s enlighten- 
ment was not dramatized. However, one locates his religios- 
ity directly in the same stream of True Dharma that runs 
through Shakyamuni, Bodhidharma, Hui-neng and Dogen. 

. . . Precisely because he realized his original nature through 
and through and succeeded in dropping off the duality of 
body and mind (shinjin datsuraku) . . . and because of his 
genuine attainment of the samadhi of blissfulness ( jijuyo 
sanmai ) — despite the fact that he neither resided in a 
temple nor produced disciples — he was able to transmit his 
Buddhist teaching to countless beings through his poetry 
and calligraphy, (p. 345) 

For Hasegawa, Ryokan is not merely an enlightened Zen master. 
He is a superior teacher whose enlightenment is so thorough that he 
rejected such conventional means as formal lectures or doctrinal writ- 
ings. Instead, Ryokan’s poetry and calligraphy became his vehicle for 
expressing Buddhist teaching. Ryokan’s distance from the ecclesiastic 
establishment, his freedom from sectarianism, and his exposition of 
religiosity through literature and art make him a superior Buddhist 
teacher. “In some respects, Ryokan even went further than Dogen. 
This does not mean that Ryokan was superior to Dogen. It means that 
Ryokan was an extraordinary talent who demonstrated greater flexibil- 
ity than Dogen in accepting and absorbing various Buddhist and non- 
Buddhist teachings. Ryokan is larger than the framework provided by 
the institutional lineage of Dogen’s school” (p. 343). 

In his detailed study Ryokan’s Life and Anecdotes , 27 Tanigawa 
Toshiro describes Ryokan ’s nonsectarianism: 



Ryokan s family had been the village chiefs (nanushi) and, 
for generations, had served as head priests of the Shinto 
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shrine at Ishii. His family was also affiliated with Enmyoji, a 
Buddhist temple of the Shingon school at Izumozaki. Ryo- 
kan became a monk at Koshoji, a temple of the Soto school 
at Amaze, and was trained at Entsuji, a Soto monastery at 
Tamashima. After his return home, he first found temporary 
quarters in Shdmyoji, a Shingon temple at Teradomari, and 
thereafter settled at Gogo-an, a hut located on the grounds 
of Kokujoji, another temple of the same school. Later, Ryo- 
kan lived in a hut at the Shinto shrine of Otogo, and in his 
last years he stayed in quarters in the house of the Kimura 
family, followers of the True Pure Land school. His grave is 
located at Ryusenji, another True Pure Land temple, (p. 384) 

Based on these events in Ryokan’s life, Tanigawa lends support to Hase- 
gawa s characterization of Ryokan’s tolerant attitude toward different 
religions. 

The Lotus Sutra was his favorite reading in his hut. . . . 
Besides the Lotus, he was well-versed in the Pure Land 
sutras as well as in the Analects and the Chuang-tzu. . . . 

One may say he transcended the differences between Shinto, 
Buddhism, Confucianism, and Taoism. . . . Precisely because 
Ryokan was brimming with boundless compassion and gen- 
erosity, the very fountainhead of Buddhism, Ryokan s reli- 
gion appeared to ordinary people to be the religion of no 
religion. People kept eoming to him to seek this something 
of Ryokan’s that transcended all doctrinal teachings, (pp. 
384-385) 

Ryokan’s “religion of no religion,’’ for both Hasegawa and Tanigawa, 
makes him superior to typical Zen masters of his day, who, having been 
assigned to their resident temples with a number of disciples to serve 
them, sustained the sectarian lineage of Dharma transmission largely 
on paper. 

At the opposite pole from Hasegawa and Tanigawa are scholars 
who characterize Ryokan as a nonreligious poet. According to their 
view, Ryokan turned away from the feudalistic religion of Tokugawa 
Buddhism and composed his poems as a tribute to the oppressed 
masses. Such a reading of Ryokan has rather a short history that does 
not go back farther than the beginning of the postwar era in 1945. 
However, it quickly gained support and thrived, particularly in the 
dominantly Marxist atmosphere of the Japanese intelligentsia of the 
1960s and 1970s. 
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Imoto Noichi, a leading scholar of classical Japanese literature, 
argues in his voluminous study Ryokan that, if Ryokan was enlight- 
ened, it is “contradictory that he left a large number of poems express- 
ing the depression and alienation of old age. . . . One must consider 
Ryokan as a figure of agony, sorrow, and suffering. ’ 2 ” For Imoto, Ryo- 
kan is a quitter of Zen training who found comfort in a reclusive life of 
poetry and art: 

If one strives hard in religious training to reach the realm of 
nirvana, he will certainly have a positive attitude toward life. 
[Ryokan] once led such a life. Particularly when he was 
studying with the Abbot Kokusen, he singlemindedly devot- 
ed himself to sitting in meditation. However, having left En- 
tsuji, he traveled here and there, wandering across the land, 
and hid himself in the mountains of Echigo, losing his posi- 
tive attitude toward attaining the ultimate state of nirvana. 

. . . Instead, he found pleasure in appreciating flowers, get- 
ting drunk, writing calligraphy, and playing go. (p. 94) 

Imoto goes on to say that it is precisely Ryokan’s withdrawal from reli- 
gion to art that lends “modernity” to his poetry: “For Ryokan, art is the 
escape from affliction and despair. ... He barely succeeded in dispers- 
ing them from his mind by composing poetry and producing calligra- 
phy” (p. 88). In agreement with Imoto, the renowned critic Kurita 
Isamu, in his Introduction to Ryokan, identifies the darkness of night, 
the sound of rainfall, and the deep snow concealing mountains and 
forests as major motifs of Ryokan ’s poetry and asserts that they all aim 
at expressing Ryokan’s tormenting isolation. 

Can such a heart-devouring loneliness be called a state of en- 
lightenment? . . . Here one does not find the enlightenment 
of pureness, thoroughness, and steadfastness that character- 
izes Dogen. Nor is there the peace of mind to be found in 
entrusting oneself completely to the Buddha of the Pure 
Land. What Ryokan expresses in his poems are the ultimate 
states of the same agonizing solitude that we experience in 
our own everyday life. 29 

Iriya Yoshitaka, an expert on Zen Buddhist literature, shares this 
view. By pointing to the empty begging bowl as the principal icon in 
Ryokan’s poems of his solitude, Iriya, in his Collected Poems of Ryo- 
kan, M> discusses the following poem as a testimony to Ryokan’s de- 
pressed state of mind: 
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Will my stupidity and stubbornness ever end? 

Poor and alone — that’s my life 

Twilight on the streets of a ramshackle town 

Going home again with an empty bowl 31 

Iriya says: “What dominate here are dark, downcast thoughts that res- 
onate with one another in self-scorn. . . . Precisely because Ryokan in 
his old age had many days filled with such depressive thoughts, he 
sought in composing poems and playing with children emancipation 
from a self dull with stupidity and heavy with stubbornness” (p. 40). 
For Iriya, Ryokan is certainly not an exemplar of Zen enlightenment: 
“It is absolutely unnecessary to regard Ryokan ’s Zen as having reached 
the highest realm of enlightenment, comparable to that of the Sixth 
Patriarch or Bodhidharma. Nor is it necessary to describe it as actualiz- 
ing Dogen’s ideal of transcending buddhas, transcending patriarchs,’ 
and penetrating the mysterious depths” (p. 39). 

The arguments put forth in the interpretations representing the 
second group of Japanese Ryokan scholars can be summarized with 
two points. First, Ryokan is a Zen monk who failed to attain enlighten- 
ment. This does not diminish the value of studying Ryokan because, 
they assert, Ryokan’s historical importance rests not on his religiosity 
but on his talent as a poet. Second, for a poet, Ryokan’s nonenlighten- 
ment is not a liability but an asset. It is Ryokan’s escape from religion 
to art and his discovery there of a refuge from the torment of existen- 
tial solitude that makes his poetry most appealing to the modern mind 
of a secularized, alienated society. 

These contradictory characterizations of Ryokan — the enlight- 
ened Zen master versus the secularized poet — proposed by the two 
opposing camps of Japanese Ryokan scholarship suggest that neither 
has succeeded in providing interpretations comprehensive enough to 
illustrate Ryokan’s multifaceted character. Furthermore, their failure 
has created a new problem: their unbridgeable difference has posthu- 
mously split Ryokan’s person between the religious and the literary. 
This seems to explain why there has not been a thorough study cap- 
able of illustrating exactly in what sense Ryokan’s poems are related to 
his religion. Interestingly, and ironically, such an intellectualized prob- 
lematic separating Ryokan s poetry from his religious life belies a gen- 
eral consensus among Ryokan scholars, both Japanese and American 
(see, for example, Nobuyuki Yuasa, The Zen Poems of Ryokan [Prince- 
ton, 1981]; Burton Watson, Ryokan, Zen Monk-Poet of Japan [New 
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York, 1977]; John Stevens, One Robe, One Bowl: The Zen Poetry of 
Ryokan [New York, 1977]), that Ryokan’s poems are “Zen poems. ” A 
careful review of the way in which primary materials were used by the 
two camps of scholars reveals that conclusions regarding Ryokan’s 
enlightenment or nonenlightenment are not the outcome of their anal- 
ysis but are ideological premises on which their argumentations are 
constructed. The question of enlightenment, just like the proof or dis- 
proof of the presence of God in theological literature, lies beyond the 
scope of an academic inquiry that attempts to understand Ryokan’s life 
and his poems. 

The first group of scholars draw their strength from the massive 
historical data, both written and oral, collected in Ryokan’s homeland 
of Echigo. Although many of these written texts and oral traditions are 
later legendary accounts, they also include earlier biographical records 
left by Ryokan’s contemporaries, primary sources that many historians 
claim to be the most reliable accounts of Ryokan’s everyday life. 

One of the earliest biographical accounts of Ryokan can be found 
in an anthology of classical Chinese poems composed in 1814 by the 
young Confucian scholar Suzuki Bundai (1796- 1870). 52 Ryokan was 
then living at his hut Gogo-an on Mount Kugami, and Bundai became 
acquainted with Ryokan through his Confucian teacher Yamada Shi- 
zan, a frequent visitor to Ryokan’s mountain hut. Through Shizan, Bun- 
dai was introduced to Ryokan’s kanshi and became a devoted student 
of his poetry. Bundai speaks of Ryokan in his anthology: “Worldly people 
call him different things — fool, wise-man, idiot, man of the Way. He 
neither flatters the rich and important, nor disdains the poor and hum- 
ble. He isn’t happy when he gets things, or sad when he loses them. 
He just goes along, natural, relaxed, a man who has transcended the 
dust of the world.” 33 The Ryokan portrayed by Bundai shows no trace 
of the bitterness, agony, and affliction suggested by the second camp 
of scholars. Bundai continues: “He is always accompanied by children 
and, when he is out begging, can be found playing with them in the 
shade of trees and in the fields, tugging at blades of grass, sumo wres- 
tling and bouncing balls. His mind is like a mirror, looking neither for- 
ward nor backward.” 34 

Two years later, in 1816, Bundai edited Ryokan’s kanshi and pre- 
pared them for publication in a volume called Sodoshii (Grass Hut Col- 
lection). In his new preface to this volume, composed in 1849, Bundai 
recalls the affinity between Ryokan’s mirrorlike mind, focused on the 
here-and-now, and the minds of children: “Whenever the Master would 
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appear in the village, he would follow the boys and girls and play. . . . 
Wherever the Master went, a crowd of children would gather around 
him. When people asked, Why do you act like this?’ the Master would 
reply: I love their truthfulness, their lack of pretense.’ 

Four years after Bundai’s poetic anthology, in 1818, his friend 
Ozeki Bunchu (d. 1834), a student of Chinese classics and medi- 
cine, composed Ryokan zenji den (Record of Zen Master Ryokan), the 
first independent bibliographical work on Ryokan. Bunchu observes: 
“The Master chants sutras or sits in meditation; sometimes he com- 
poses poems or practices calligraphy, just taking up each as the spirit 
moves him. ... He is pure, without desire, with no trace of defilement. 
Concealing his virtue, hiding his wisdom, calling himself a fool, he goes 
along, enjoying himself, doing just as he pleases.”' 6 In conclusion, 
Bunchu declares: “Isn’t this truly someone who has realized the mind 
transmitted by Bodhidharma?” 

Other contemporaneous records include those by Sugae Masumi 
(1754-1829), a nationally renowned ethnographer, Ryokan ’s disciple 
the nun Teishin (1798-1872), and Kera Yoshishige (1810-1859), the 
chief of Makigahana, whose house had long been among the regular 
stopovers of Ryokan’s daily rounds of begging.'” Similar to the ac- 
counts of Bundai and Bunchu, these accounts also describe Ryokan as 
a Zen master with an exceptional talent in poetry and calligraphy. The 
Ryokan delineated in these contemporaneous accounts seems to lend 
support to the view held by the first group of scholars that Ryokan was 
a religious-cultural hero, a Zen master endowed with superior enlight- 
enment. One does not find in these records any hint of a secularized 
monk-poet who, depressed by poverty, old age, and estrangement, led 
a tragic existence at the margins of society. 

However, precisely because these scholars take these contem- 
poraneous accounts for granted, they fail to explain why Ryokan’s early 
biographers understood Ryokan as an enlightened Zen master. As Bun- 
dai s statement quoted above — “worldly people call him different 
things — fool, wise-man, idiot, man of the Way” — shows, and in con- 
trast to the idealized image depicted in many later accounts, not every- 
one who knew Ryokan loved him and approved his unconventional life 
as a beggar-monk. There were those who labeled Ryokan an idiot, a fail- 
ure, a pariah. What these earlier records demonstrate as historical fact 
is, therefore, not Ryokan’s enlightenment but an interpretive per- 
spective shared by the contemporaneous biographers through which 
they viewed Ryokan, despite his appearance as a fool and his eccentric- 
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ity, as a superior Zen master. That is to say, this happened to be the 
particular perspective that prevailed and preserved Ryokan’s name in 
history 

At this juncture, one recognizes the merit of the second group 
of Japanese scholars, who argue that it is Ryokan’s own poems, rather 
than the traditional historical and legendary accounts, that must first 
be considered as the most dependable source for understanding who 
Ryokan was and how he actually lived his life. The logic behind their 
assertion is that because the poems are Ryokan's own words, it is they, 
not the biographies, that have the final say about the nature of Ryokan’s 
life. True, many of Ryokan’s poetic self-portraits of solitude provide a 
picture that supports these scholars' projection that Ryokan was not 
an extraordinary teacher but an ordinary being who lived, like others, 
a life of suffering. For instance, in one of his poems Ryokan portrays a 
picture of misery in his lonely abode. 

Who is there to pity this life of mine? 

A pepper tree props up the brushwood gate 
Mugwort obliterates the narrow garden path 
On my bamboo fence dangles a solitary gourd 
Across the valley 

I hear the sounds of trees being felled 
And spend the clear morning 
with my head on the pillow 
A mountain bird trills a few notes as it passes 
As if trying to console me in my solitude 38 

For the second group of scholars, such a poem is Ryokan’s own 
testimonial to the failure of his life, to his defeat in the struggle to attain 
enlightenment. Ryokan is important not because of his pitiable life but 
because of his unusual talent for expressing this life in poetry. Thus, 
when Ryokan says, “Will my stupidity and stubbornness ever end? / 
Poor and alone — that’s my life,” Iriya interprets it literally as evidence 
of Ryokan’s failure in attaining enlightenment and, accordingly, regards 
the latter half of Ryokan’s life as characterized by dejection and alien- 
ation. 

One must not overlook, however, that not all of Ryokan’s self- 
portrait poems reveal him as downcast. In fact, Ryokan composed as 
many poems of spiritual uplift as of depression. 

Finished begging my food in a ramshackle town 
I return to my home among the green hills 
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The evening sun drops behind the western peaks 

A pale moon lights the stream that runs by my door 

I wash my feet, climb onto a rock 

Bum incense and sit in meditation 

I am, after all, a Buddhist monk 

How can I let the years just drift uselessly by ? 39 

A Buddhist monk of the old Indians’ school 
I hid myself on Mount Kugami 

I don’t recall how many springtimes ago 
I’ve worn out countless pairs of robes 
But my staff has never left my side 
Following the mountain streams 
I wander singing along distant paths 
Or sit and watch the white clouds 
billowing from jagged peaks 
Pity the traveler in the floating world 
of fame and fortune 
His life spent chasing after specks of 
swirling dust ! 40 



If Ryokan’s poems are the one truly reliable witness to his daily 
life, as asserted by the second group of scholars, these poems suggest 
that Ryokan, whether or not he was enlightened, remained faithful to 
his commitment as a Buddhist practitioner. He does not look like a 
“Zen quitter,” as Imoto infers, who found refuge by escaping into the 
art of poetry. Ryokan composed poems in diverse lyrical moods. In 
some poems Ryokan suffers an unbearable burden of solitude; in others 
he confidently describes his mind purified by the practice of medita- 
tion; in yet others he joyfully plays with the village children. If one 
insists on interpreting Ryokan’s poems literally, they only provide con- 
flicting pictures of his daily life. It is problematic to assess the state of 
Ryokan’s enlightenment or lack of enlightenment, as the second group 
of scholars have done, based only on one particular category of the 
poems, those describing moments of sadness and gloom. 

There is another, perhaps more serious, problem in the way the 
second group of scholars treat Ryokan’s poetry. One of their central 
assertions is that because Ryokan’s poems are his own words, they are 
the most reliable records for understanding his life. However, poems 
are not the same as historical documents in their signifying practices. 
Poems do not have to, and indeed in many cases do not, account for 
actual happenings. When, for instance, T. S. Eliot says in the Waste Land: 
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“Footsteps shuffled on the stair / Under the firelight, under the brush, 
her hair / Spread out in fiery points / Glowed into word, then would be 
savagely still,” he is certainly not talking about a woman who was 
aflame. Instead, he is describing the metaphorical overlapping be- 
tween the glowing sheen of the woman’s hair lit by fire and her fiery 
words, which burn themselves into the silence of ashes. The heart of 
poetry lies not in its literal description but in its figurative strategies 
that constantly transform its signification from the denotative to the 
connotative. 41 One cannot accuse a poet of distorting facts. A poet, in 
short, does not have to be an accurate witness either to actual events 
or to particular inner emotions. 

Many of Ryokan s poems look descriptive. However, a careful 
reading of even those poems reveals that they are often only deceptive- 
ly so. To take just one example, Ryokan’s long poem on Dogen’s mag- 
num opus Eiheiroku describes his reading of the text throughout a 
spring night, an experience that caused him to shed tears. 42 In the 
morning, his neighbor, an old man, visits him and asks: “Why are these 
volumes all wet?” Ryokan says: “I try to tell him, but I can’t, and it tears 
at my heart. . . . Finally I say: ‘Last night the rain came in and soaked all 
my books.’ ” The poem does not tell us at what stage in Ryokan’s life 
this event occurred, nor does it hint at the old man’s identity. We can- 
not tell what indeed wet the volumes. Was it Ryokan’s tears or the pass- 
ing evening shower? Did it really rain that night? Is it actually possible 
that Ryokan cried so hard and so long that all the volumes became 
soaked? There is no way to tell. Indeed, everything could have hap- 
pened in Ryokan’s poetic imagination. Yet the poem’s rhetoric unfail- 
ingly manifests its major motif: Ryokan’s deep attachment to this text 
that conveys Dogen’s own words. 

Therefore, even poems that are descriptive in outlook cannot be 
divorced from elements of the metaphorical. As Paul Ricoeur notes on 
the role of metaphor in poetic representation, “Metaphor is the rhetor- 
ical process by which discourse unleashes the power that certain fic- 
tions have to redescribe reality.” 43 The creativity of poetic language, 
poiesis, emerges from metaphor’s integration of the Active, mythos, 
and the imitative, mimesis, for redescriptioa Poetry, accordingly, “is an 
imitation of human actions; but this mimesis passes through creation 
of a plot [i.e., mythos ], a tale, which shows signs of composition and 
order lacked by the dramas of everyday life” (p. 244). Poetic reference 
arises out of the suspension by the metaphorical of the literal ref- 
erence, a suspension that generates a condition to unleash poetry’s 




38 



Essays 



power to redeseribe what is conventionally accepted as reality. What 
poetry represents is, to use Ricoeur’s expression, “metaphorical truth,” 
not because the representation is less than real, but because it arises 
through the semiogenetie passages of mythos and mimesis to redeem 
language’s primordial power of revealing things as reality." 

This is certainly not to say that poetry is devoid of historicity. 
Just as historical writings cannot be complete without their literary 
qualities, poems reflect within their own textuality the historical situ- 
ations in which poets engage in their literary craft. However, one must 
not forget that poems do not aim at representing historical facts in all 
their details as would historical records. Aristotle’s classic definition 
discloses the distinction between the poetic and historical discourses 
— the distinction not of their essences but in their workings — which 
seems to have escaped the attention of the second camp of Rybkan 
scholars: 

Hie historian and the poet do not differ according to whether 
they write in verse or without verse. . . . But the difference 
is that the former relates things that have happened, the 
latter things that may happen. For this reason poetry is more 
philosophical than history; poetry tends to speak of uni- 
versals, history of particulars. A universal is the sort of thing 
that a certain kind of person may well say or do in accor- 
dance with probability or necessity — this is what poetry 
aims at. ‘ s 

One may say that historians produce their discourse in a dominantly 
indicative mood, while poets compose their texts by means of subjunc- 
tivity. 

This uniquenesss of poetic representation — both in its meta- 
phoricity and in its subjunctivity — suggests that Rybkan s poems can 
depict his daily life and disclose his inner experience. However, they 
do so not necessarily through their literal meanings but through the fig- 
urative movements. When studied as a whole, Ryokan’s poems evince 
that, throughout his career as a poet, he kept composing poems on his 
religious practices of begging, meditation, and textual study and that 
he continued to produce many poems expressing his sorrow, dejec- 
tion, and agony. The most essential dilemma for students of Rybkan 
lies, therefore, not in contradictory characterizations in terms of 
“enlightenment” versus “nonenlightenment,” but in the seeming dis- 
junction between the positive, optimistic' depiction of Rybkan in the 
contemporaneous biographies and Rybkan s own poems of suffering. 
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Neither camp of modern Ryokan studies has succeeded in bridging this 
gulf separating Ryokan’s life from his poetry. By contrast, many of Ryo- 
kan ’s contemporaneous biographers, such as Bundai, Bunchu, and Tei- 
shin, were themselves poets and directly responsible for preserving 
Ryokan’s poems, collecting, compiling, and editing Ryokan’s kanshi 
and waka. While in their biographies they all respectfully portray Ryo- 
kan as a Zen master, they did not exclude from their poetic anthologies 
those of Ryokan s poems that the second group of modern scholars 
regard as evidence of “nonenlightenment.” This suggests that the con- 
temporaneous biographers’ understanding of Ryokan’s life was radi- 
cally different both from that of the scholars of the second camp who 
attempt to efface any trace of religious qualities from their picture of 
Ryokan’s life as a poet and from that of the first camp of modern schol- 
ars who posit Ryokan’s significance as grounded in an “enlightenment” 
free of worldly suffering. The contemporaneous accounts of Ryokan 
point to the lack in the current Ryokan scholarship of a theory, or the- 
ories, that allows one to read Ryokan’s poems — whether or not they 
are “Zen” poems — in relation to his life of religious practice, a practice 
of Buddhism that was marked by his nonsectarianism. 

Discussions in the following sections strive to locate two areas 
of Ryokan’s poetry that demonstrate the intertwining aspects of his lit- 
erary production and his life as Buddhist practitioner. First, there is a 
group of poems expressing the Mahayana Buddhist philosophy of non- 
duality, which helps explain Ryokan’s insistence on sustaining his life 
through the practice of begging. Reading these poems along with Ryo- 
kan’s various essays on Buddhism suggests that it was this philosophy 
of nonduality, and its deconstructive stance in particular, that served as 
the guiding principle for Ryokan’s chosen life style of mendicancy. Sec- 
ond, Ryokan composed a large number of poems in which he relates 
important events in his own life, such as becoming a monk, leaving his 
monastery, and returning home. Many of these “autobiographical” 
poems were constructed with aphorisms, parables, and metaphors 
drawn from scriptural texts. They provide a unique intertextual space 
where Ryokan's act of reading Buddhist texts, as a part of his religious 
training, and his act of composing poems meet. 



Ryokan's Poems of Philosophical Reflection 

Ozeki Bunchu writes in 1818 that once Ryokan was at Kokujoji, a large 
local temple complex on Mount Kugami to which his hermitage of 
Gogo-an belonged, and he delivered a series of lectures on Abhidhar- 
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makosha, a complex system of Buddhist analytic philosophy attributed 
to the fifth-century Indian theoretician Vasubandhu. “So exhaustive 
was his exposition of the meaning of the text that the assembly of 
monks was filled with awe. But after only ten days, the Master left. Pur- 
sued by the monks, who pleaded with him to return, the Master said: 
Enough is enough !’” 46 In the following poem, Ryokan warns against 
an overly intellectualized approach to Buddhism. 

Buddha is a conception of your mind 
The Way isn’t anything that is made 
Now that I’ve told you this 
take it to heart 
Don’t let yourself be misled 
If to reach [the southern land of] Yiieh 
you point your cart north 
When can you ever hope to arrive ? 47 

Elsewhere Ryokan succinctly describes the relationship between 
religious studies and enlightenment. 

Because of the finger 

you can point to the moon 
Because of the moon 
you can understand the finger 
The moon and the finger 
Are neither different nor the same 
This parable is used only 
To lead students to enlightenment 
Once you’ve really seen things as they are 
There’s no more moon, no more finger 48 

The moon and the pointing finger are common metaphors in 
Buddhist literature. The moon is symbolic of enlightenment, which 
can be revealed by the pointing finger of Buddhist teaching. While the 
moon and the finger must be distinguished to prevent practicing Bud- 
dhists from becoming entangled only in bookish learning, it is also 
wrong, Ryokan emphasizes, to regard the two as completely distinct. 
Ryokan’s poems are often characterized by their crystallization of the 
serenity of nature, as seen in his description of valley streams in deep 
recesses, his solitary abode buried in the snow, and his tireless play 
with the village children. It must not be forgotten, however, that Ryo- 
kan also composed many poems that evince the rigor of his theoretical 
training in Buddhist philosophy. Together with Ryokan’s other poems 
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on his meditative experience, these poems are the expressions of Ryo- 
kan’s religious insight. (See the poems translated in this volume under 
the headings “Meditations” and “Butterfly Dreams.”) 

What was right yesterday 
Is wrong today 

How do you know what’s right today 
Wasn’t wrong the day before? 

Right and wrong aren’t something fixed 
You can’t tell in advance the pros and cons 
The foolish are stuck on a single note 
So wherever they go, they’re out of tune 
The wise penetrate to the source of things 
And pass their time roaming free and at ease 
Forget about knowledge and ignorance both 
And you can call yourself one who has the Way * 9 

As epitomized in this poem, underlying these poems of philo- 
sophical reflection is Ryokan’s emphasis on the theory of nonduality 
(Skt. advaita, advaya; J. funt), which sees reality in one’s freedom 
from the dichotomous opposites of extremes. This nondualist thinking 
forms the central thread not only of Buddhism, but of major Asian 
philosophical traditions, including Advaita Vedanta and Samkhya Yoga 
of Hinduism, the Lu-Wang school of Neo-Confucianism, and Taoism. 
David Loy, for example, states in his ambitious study of comparative 
philosophy: “No concept is more important in Asian philosophical and 
religious thought than nonduality. ” 50 Loy is also quick to point out that 
nondualist perspective — especially its decentering of the subject and 
deconstructing of the subject-object duality — can be observed in the 
writings of seminal Western thinkers, such as Spinoza, Schopenhauer, 
Bergson, Nietzsche, Heidegger, and Wittgenstein . 51 

Where did my life come from? 

Where will it go? . . . 

Even the present moment 
can’t be pinned down 
Everything changes, everything is empty 
And in that emptiness, this “I” exists 
only for a little while 
How can one say anything is or is not? 

Best just to hold to these little thoughts 
Let things simply take their way 
and so be natural and at your ease 52 
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Ryokan ’s emphasis on nonduality in his poetic reflections sheds 
a new light on the next poem, which is often interpreted negatively as 
an expression of his lethargy and withdrawal from the world. 

I’ve never bothered about getting ahead 
But just gone leisurely along 
letting things take their way 
In my bag are three measures of rice 
A bundle of firewood sits by the hearth 
Who cares about delusion and enlightenment? 

What use is there in fame and fortune? 

In my hilt, I listen to the evening rain 

And stretch my legs without a care in the world 55 

It is interesting to note in this poem — of which the philosopher 
Tanabe Hajime is said to be so fond — that for Ryokan nonduality can be 
realized by transcending all forms of opposition. As if mocking the 
polemic of modern Ryokan scholarship, Ryokan asserts that, to be gen- 
uinely enlightened, practitioners must free themselves from the duali- 
ties of “enlightenment” and “nonenlightenment.” 

One must take care, however, not to treat the above poems as 
evidence of Ryokan’s own enlightenment. To repeat the point raised in 
the previous section, as a system of poetic representation, these writ- 
ings neither ascertain nor disprove Ryokan s personal enlightenment. 
They demonstrate that Ryokan was deeply concerned with religious 
and ethical problems, that Ryokan did discuss the issue of enlighten- 
ment in his own words, and that he delineated his strategy for attaining 
a nondualist perspective, whether for his own heuristic purposes or 
for the sake of instructing others. 

Delusion and enlightenment 
two sides of a coin 
Universal and particular 
just parts of one whole 
All day long I read the wordless scriptures 
All night I practice no-practice meditation 
On the riverbank, a bush warbler 
sings in the weeping willow 
In the sleeping village 
a dog bays at the moon 
Nothing troubles the free flow of my feelings 
But how can this mind be passed on? 5 * 
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Ryokan’s nondualist strategy of transcending both enlightenment 
and nonenlightenment can be seen as a direct expression of the central 
theme of Mahayana Buddhist literature: the practice of the bodhisattva 
path. Bodhisattvas, the buddhas-to-be, out of compassion for others, 
defer their own salvation and dedicate themselves to saving sentient 
beings from the world of suffering, sarhsara, the realm of endless trans- 
migratory rebirths perpetuated by greed, rage, and delusion. These 
bodhisattvas, advanced practitioners who champion Mahayana, locate 
their deliverance — or nirvana, the state of release from sarhsara — not 
outside sarhsara but in their own activity of saving others within sarh- 
sara. It is the deliverance defined in Mahayana literature as apratistba 
nirvana (J. mujusbo neb an), the nirvana of nonabiding, or the 'nir- 
vana of no particular address. ” That is to say, for the bodhisattvas, any- 
where in sarhsara is a potential topos for the realization of nirvana. 

The Awakening of Faith f 5 perhaps the single most important 
Mahayana treatise in East Asia, describes the ideals of bodhisattva prac- 
tice: “[A bodhisattva] is to meditate on the fact that all things are the 
products of the union of the primary and coordinating causes, and that 
the effect of karma will never be lost.” That is to say, all things in this 
world are ephemeral and there is no end to sentient beings’ samsaric 
sufferings. Therefore, the bodhisattva is “to cultivate great compassion, 
practice meritorious deeds, and accept and transform sentient beings 
equally, without abiding in nirvana . . . because he is to follow the 
nonabiding of the essential nature of Reality (dbarmata). ” 5( ’ Yoshito 
Hakeda comments on his translation of this passage: “The term non- 
abinding’ (a-partistba) suggests freedom, spontaneity, nonattach- 
ment, nondogmatism, etc. It is a way of life, a practical application of 
emptiness’ (sbunyatd) in a life situation encompassing both intellec- 
tual and affectional aspects .” 57 In Ryokan’s poems, too, the idea of non- 
abiding seems to be an important motif of his religious cultivation. 

Ever since becoming a monk 

I’ve been drawn to the country’s clouds and mists 

I spend my time with fishermen and woodcutters 

Or join the children in their games 

What is the glory of kings to me? 

Even the immortality of gods holds no appeal 
Wherever I happen to be is home 
It’s no different from Bodhidharma’s Mount Sung 
Riding the changes each new day brings 
I live out the years soaring calm and free 58 
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The conceptual underpinning of the bodhisattvas’ “nonabiding 
nirvana” is Mahayana philosophy’s exposure of the illusory nature of 
the seemingly obvious division between samsara and nirvana. The 
Awakening of Faith illustrates this with a celebrated simile, which 
places enlightenment and nonenlightenment in a nondual relation- 
ship: “Ignorance does not exist apart from enlightenment. . . . This is 
like the relationship that exists between the water of the ocean [i.e. , 
enlightenment] and its waves [i.e., modes of mind] stirred by the wind 
[i.e., ignorance].” Based on this reasoning, redolent with poetic imag- 
ery, the text then explicates its major doctrine, that of an original 
enlightenment: “Water and wind are inseparable; but water is not 
mobile by nature, and if the wind stops the movement ceases. But the 
wet nature remains undestroyed. Likewise, man’s Mind, pure in its 
own nature, is stirred by the wind of ignorance.” That is to say, while 
enlightenment and nonenlightenment are inseparably intertwined, 
the latter, like the waves, is secondary, transient, and has no innate 
essence. True, the water may become muddy because of the turbulent 
waves; but turbulence cannot destroy the intrinsic quality of water, or 
of Mind, which is clear, purifying, and, when calm and undisturbed, 
naturally functions as a mirror, reflecting all things as they are. To attain 
enlightenment is not to attempt physically to smooth the surface of 
water, which only gives rise to more waves, but rather to realize thor- 
oughly the indestructible quality of the originally enlightened mind 
amid the ever-changing waves of ignorance. Thus, the text concludes: 
“Both Mind and ignorance have no particular forms of their own and 
they are inseparable. . . . But the essential nature of wisdom remains 
undestroyed. ” S9 In the following poem Ryokan plays with the ambiva- 
lence of water imagery — the ever-changing flow reminiscent of the 
transiency of samsaric existence and the always pristine fountainhead 
evoking original enlightenment — to depict the nonabiding nirvana of 
nondualism. 



Walking along 

I followed the drifting stream to its source 
But reaching the headwaters left me stunned 
That’s when I realized that the true source 
isn’t a particular place you can reach 
So now, wherever my staff sets down 
I just play in the current’s eddies and swirls 60 

As pointed out in the pioneering studies of Robert Magliola, 
David Loy, Harold Coward, and other scholars of comparative philoso- 
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phy, the Mahayana theory of nonduality demonstrates a striking paral- 
lel to contemporary deconstructionist theories . 61 The same case can be 
made for Ryokan. A comparison with the Derridian theory, for exam- 
ple, helps illustrate Ryokan’s deconstructive perspective disclosing 
various discriminatory conventions hidden in everyday language. Bar- 
bara Johnson, in her introduction to one of Jacques Derrida's texts, 
explains Derridian deconstruction as aimed at “not only the Western 
philosophical tradition but ‘everyday’ thought and language as well.” 
Derrida s criticism is directed at the failure of Western metaphysics to 
see that everyday thought and language, as well as the metaphysical 
system based on them, “has always been structured in terms of dichot- 
omies, of polarities: good vs. evil, being vs. nothingness, presence vs. 
absence, truth vs. error, identity vs. difference, mind vs. matter, man 
vs. woman, soul vs. body, life vs. death.” A careful reading, however, of 
these oppositions reveals that such binary opposites are neither equal 
nor autonomous. “The second term in each pair is considered the neg- 
ative, corrupt, undesirable version of the first, a fall away from it. . . . 
The two terms are not simply opposed in their meaning, but are 
arranged in a hierarchical order which gives the first term priority, in 
both the temporal and the qualitative sense of the word .” 62 As if to con- 
firm Johnson’s exposition Ryokan writes: 

Where you have beauty 
you have ugliness, too 
Where you have right 
you will also have wrong 
Knowledge and ignorance are each other’s cause 
Delusion and enlightenment produce one another 
It’s always been so 
It didn’t start now 

You get rid of this, then grab hold of that 
Don’t you see how stupid it is! 

If you’re determined to find the innermost truth 
Why trouble about the changing face of things ? 63 

Beauty-ugliness, right-wrong, knowledge-ignorance — such binary, 
hierarchical oppositions provide the values and meanings of daily life 
and the foundation of the social order, and are, therefore, neither deter- 
minate nor self-evident. For Ryokan, systems of values are not based on 
things that are intrinsically good or bad, but, instead, are constructed 
by means of linguistic articulation, simultaneously giving rise to both 
good and bad, articulated as the differences that distinguish each from 
the other. Johnson explains: “Instead of A is opposed to B’ we have B 
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is both added to A and replaces A.’ A and B are no longer opposed, nor 
are they equivalent. Indeed, they are no longer even equivalent to 
themselves. They are their own difference from themselves” (p. xiii). 
That is to say, knowledge becomes knowledge only because of its dif- 
ference from ignorance; ignorance always resides in knowledge as its 
difference, as its other; and the identity of knowledge to itself is always 
preceded by its difference. This also exposes as illusory the apparent 
immediacy of perception of that which is referred to by the sign, the 
thing itself. As Derrida states: “The sign is usually said to be put in the 
place of the thing itself, the present thing, thing’ here standing equally 
for meaning or referent. The sign represents the present in its absence. 
It takes the place of the present. . . . The sign, in this sense, is deferred 
presence. ” 6 * Language, in other words, is a system of difference, what 
Derrida calls differatice ; 6S which is neither presence nor absence but a 
relation that is at once differential and deferral. In everyday thinking 
built on the concepts of hierarchical oppositions, one cannot see this 
deep level of differance, the “mystic writing-pad ” 66 of language — the 
level that corresponds to the water/mind of the Awakening of Faith 
that gives rise as its own difference-deferral to all forms of waves/con- 
ceptions — because, as Johnson notes, “what these hierarchical opposi- 
tions do is to privilege unity, identity, immediacy, and temporal and 
spatial presentness over distance, difference, dissimulation and defer- 
ment” (p. viii). 

For Ryokan, too, the deconstructive approach strives to capture 
this concealed movement of difference and expose the fact that “the 
very possibility of opposing the two terms on the basis of presence vs. 
absence or immediacy vs. representation is an illusion. ” Besides differ- 
ence, there is nothing substantial or fixed at the root of the hierarchical 
opposites that gives structure to everyday language and its value 
system. In the light of difference, these oppositions are as arbitrary, 
transient, and whimsical as dancing waves or fleeting reflections. John- 
son concludes: “The illusion of the self-presence of meaning or of con- 
sciousness is thus produced by the repression of the differential struc- 
tures from which they spring” (p. ix). 

Who was it said, “Names are the guests of reality”? 

These words have come down to us from ancient times 
But even if people know that names aren’t real 
They don’t see that reality itself has no root 
Name, reality — both are beside the point 
Just naturally find joy in the ever-changing flow*’' 
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Ryokan’s basing himself, or, perhaps more precisely, non/basing 
himself, on the “ever-changing flow” of difference epitomizes his non- 
dualist deconstructive perspective directed at the repressive, discrimi- 
natory forces inherent in ordinary social conventions. This, in turn, 
makes it possible to understand Ryokan’s life as a beggar-monk as a 
conscious strategy to maintain his critical distance from the authorita- 
rian structure of Tokugawa society 7 and to neutralize the oppressive 
institutionalizing processes that had integrated Zen and other Buddhist 
schools within the Tokugawa political establishment. 



Ryokan’s Mendicancy and Its Dcconstructivc Stance 

Ryokan! How nice to be like a fool 

for then one’s Way is grand beyond measure 
Free and easy, letting things take their course — 
who can fathom it? 

I therefore entrust to you this staff of wild wisteria 
Whenever you lean it against the wall 
Let it bring the peace of a noonday nap 68 

In 1790 at age thirty-two, Ryokan received this poem from his 
master Tainin Kokusen (1723-1791), abbot of Entsuji, a large Soto Zen 
monastic center at Tamashima in the province of Bitchu in western 
Japan. Kokusen gave Ry okan the poem as his inka, the testimonial of 
the completion of Ryokan’s decade-long training at Entsuji. Ryokan 
then held the rank of shuso, head priest. 69 It was customary for high- 
ranked priests of large monasteries to become their masters' heirs or 
to receive appointment as resident priests at local branch temples. 
However, shortly after Kokusen’s death, Ryokan left Entsuji for many 
y 7 ears of wandering on pilgrimage. 

In 1795, still on pilgrimage, Ryokan learned of his father’s death. 
In the next few y ears, he returned as a nameless beggar-monk to his 
native town of Izumozaki in the province of Echigo in northern Japan. 
He had grown up there as the eldest son of the prominent house of 
Yamamoto, which for generations had been holding the post of village 
chief. Ryokan first moved into an abandoned hut on the seashore near 
the town of Izumozaki. There he began his life of mendicancy, making 
daily trips to nearby villages for alms. 70 It appears that Ryokan was at 
first an object of the villagers’ ridicule: the son of the most respected 
family of Izumozaki returning home to live as a beggar. However, 
friends and supporters soon began to form around him. It was with 
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their help that in 1797, at age thirty-nine, Ryokan found a home for 
himself at a hermitage on Mount Kugami, where he remained for the 
next two decades. 71 In 1816, at age fifty-eight, he moved to another hut 
at Otogo, a Shinto shrine on the foothills of the mountain. 72 However, 
until 1826, at the age of sixty-eight, when deteriorating health forced 
Ryokan to retire to the residence of his patron Kimura Motouemon in 
the village of Shimazaki, his daily routine remained unchanged: beg- 
ging for food in neighboring villages, playing with the children, visit- 
ing his friends in the local literary circle, even occasionally drinking 
with farmers and fishermen. 73 Ryokan ’s routine in his mountain hut 
included studying scriptures, practicing meditation, composing poems, 
and producing calligraphy. 

It is this extended period of Ryokan ’s life of mendicancy that 
was most vividly commemorated by his biographers. The great major- 
ity of his poems also originate from this period. From the point of view 
of the monastic establishment, however, Ryokan ’s mendicant life, how- 
ever celebrated, is an anomalous deviation. Ryokan appears not to 
have been particularly fastidious about observing details of the pre- 
cepts for the ordained: he was fond of drinking with his friends, often 
stayed for days as a guest at his patrons’ lay households, and even loved 
dancing with villagers at the annual festivals in the local Shinto 
shrines. 74 Ryokan never returned to a Soto Zen temple, nor did he 
establish himself as a master for educating disciples in the school. 
Should Ryokan be criticized for his failure to produce Dharma heirs to 
carry on the Soto school’s lineage? Why did he insist instead on a life 
of mendicancy, which kept him traveling back and forth between his 
mountain hermitage and the nearby villages? 

The eccentricity of Ryokan s life as a beggar-monk independent 
of sectarian organizations strongly contrasts with the excessive insti- 
tutionalization of the Buddhist establishment in the late Tokugawa 
period. Tamamuro Taijo, an expert on the social history of Japanese 
religions, explains the symbiotic relationship that had been constructed 
between the Tokugawa regime and the Buddhist schools. First, in the 
framework of the “headquarters-branch” (honmatsu ) system, all the 
temples in Japan, regardless of size and location, were forced by the 
government to become members of one of the major Buddhist schools. 
In each school, the headquarters temple alone held the right to 
appoint or discharge the head priests of member temples. These tem- 
ples, in turn, were classified into stratified ranks according to size, loca- 
tion, assets, history, and prestige. Second, it was mandatory for all 
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households to be “affiliated families” (danka) of a local, branch tem- 
ple. Under this affiliated family system, each household had to perform 
funerals and commemorative ceremonies for ancestors under the 
supervision of the head priest of the family temple (bodaiji), who 
alone had the government’s sanction to perform these rites and collect 
fees. Third, the government gave the local temples the power to issue 
various official documents concerning the daily lives of the villagers 
and townsfolk. The “temple entrustment” (terauke) system trans- 
formed local temples into extensions of the government administrative 
apparatus, with the sole right to issue certificates for birth, marriage, 
moving, adoption, and death, and the responsibility to maintain these 
records. These certificates issued by the family temples constituted 
proof of the household’s obedience to the government and to its pro- 
hibition against Christianity. In return, the government gave the head- 
quarters temples vast domains, whose tax revenues supported their 
religious activities . 75 

Through this threefold system of control, the priesthood was 
transformed into a bureaucracy. Priests labored to acquire new affili- 
ated families, thus promoting their temples in the school’s hierarchy. 
This promotion, in turn, offered opportunities for appointment to 
higher office in the central administration at the headquarters temple. 
The nature of the alms provided by the laity, too, was gradually trans- 
formed: no longer an expression of religious devotion, they became 
taxes paid to maintain the temples’ official functions. Understandably, 
in Buddhist temples of Ryokan’s time, begging had already become a 
ceremonial act practiced only on a few fixed days of each month. In an 
essay titled “Priesthood ,” 76 Ryokan delivers a sharp criticism of monas- 
tic life: 



I see those who have become monks thoughtlessly raising 
their voices night and day. Only concerned with filling their 
stomachs, they spend their lives pursuing externals. For a 
layman to lack dedication to the Way may be excused; but 
for a monk to be like this is obscene. 

When you shave your head, you sever all attachment to 
the three worlds [of the profane]. When you don the monk’s 
robes, you destroy the world of appearances. Casting off all 
bonds of affection, you enter the realm of the uncondi- 
tioned, indifferent to “right” and “wrong.” 

Wherever one goes in the world, men and women have 
their allotted tasks: without weaving, how can one make 
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clothes? Without tilling the fields, how can one feed one- 
self? Those who nowadays call themselves Shakyamuni 
Buddha's disciples have neither practice nor enlightenment. 

They uselessly consume the offerings of the faithful, heed- 
less of the offenses they commit. Instead, they band together 
and “talk big,'' going on like this from morning till night.”" 

Ryokan deplores not only the bureaucratization of the Buddhist 
order but the resultant formation of a “mundane” world within the 
monastic community. 

Outwardly they pretend to be superior, playing on the gull- 
ibility of old peasant women and congratulating themselves 
on their cleverness. Alas! Will they ever come to their 
senses? A monk would sooner walk among a pride of 
mother tigers than tread the path of fame and fortune. Let 
the smallest lust for fame and fortune enter the mind, and all 
the waters of the ocean will not wash it away. What have 
you been doing with your time since your father sent you to 
become a monk? You may burn incense or pray to the gods 
and buddhas that your dedication to the Way will always be 
firm; but if you remain as you are today, your path will be 
blocked at every turn. . . . 

A good opportunity is easily lost, the true teaching hard 
to encounter. You’ve got to make a fresh start! Don’t wait for 
me to tell you again and extend a helping hand. I'm pleading 
with you earnestly now, but for me it’s a cheerless task. 

From here on, I want you to reflect carefully and change 
your ways. Strive hard, you successors of the Buddha, that 
you may have no regrets!”” 

As if to bear out Ryokan’s criticism, the Soto school of his time 
was divided by an intense factional struggle for hegemony between 
Eiheiji and Sojiji, the school s two traditional headquarters founded, 
respectively, by Dogen and Keizan Jokin (1268-1325), the “great patri- 
arch” (taiso) of the Soto school.” 9 A bitter struggle between these 
headquarters to win the allegiance of major local temples broke out 
during the Tenmei era (1781-1788) — the period coinciding with Ryo- 
kan’s training at Entsuji and his pilgrimage. The confrontation between 
Eiheiji and Sojiji remained unresolved long after the fall of the Toku- 
gawa regime in 1868. As this perennial strife within the Soto school 
demonstrates, the priests’ very separation from secular life, intended 
to free them from worldly duties, could easily become a snare entan- 
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gling them in their own sanctimonious pretense. In the following 
poems, Ryokan warns the priests of his day against this danger: 

All these monks traveling on pilgrimage— 
what a pitiful lot! 

Unless you've studied at the great temples, 
they say, 

You can't call yourself a real Zen monk 
That’s why students leave their original teachers 
Grab their staffs and take to the road 
wandering from place to place 
Summer at one temple, winter at another 
They spend their whole lives idly parroting masters 
But meet one of these monks 
surprise him with a question 
And he’s just as pitiful as he was at the start ! 80 

In another essay, “On Begging One’s Food,” 8 ’ Ryokan under- 
scores the importance of the practice of mendicancy for Buddhism as 
a signpost pointing to the path trod by the exemplary teachers of the 
past. 



The practice of begging for one’s food is the very lifeblood 
of the tradition of monkhood. That is why there exist the 
particular forms for begging and for eating with the wooden 
bowl. . . . The practice [of begging] is common to all the 
buddhas. Know that all the buddhas practiced begging in 
realizing the Way. The successive generations of patriarchs, 
too, practiced begging in transmitting the torch of the teach- 
ing. Therefore it is said that a monk should receive food ob- 
tained in the proper manner and should not receive food 
obtained in a manner that is improper. It is further said that 
overeating makes one drowsy and slothful, while eating too 
little deprives one of energy to pursue enlightenment. 

By quoting sutra passages, Ryokan emphasizes that begging is 
aimed at producing religious merit for both donors and recipients. 

The Last Admonition Sutra 82 says: “O monks, receive offer- 
ings of food and drink just as you would medicine. Whether 
[the food] is good or bad, your response must not differ. ” 8S 
It is also said: “During those periods when eating is allowed, 
you should nourish yourself in a pure fashion and endeavor 
to dispel all afflictions. You must not be greedy and thereby 
destroy good intentions [i.e., both your own and those of 
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the food’s donors]. Just so, one who is wise knows what 
load his ox can bear and will not let it exhaust itself. ” 84 The 
Vimalaklrti Sutra says: “Once Mahakashyapa, as a deliber- 
ate act of kindness, went begging in a poor village. Vimala- 
klrti upbraided him. saying: You should beg from all alike. 

For one who is impartial, receiving food of any sort, has real- 
ized the impartiality of Dharma.’ ” 8S 

Ryokan’s quote from the Vimalaklrti Sutra, a celebrated Maha- 
yana scripture, concerns an episode in which Mahakashyapa, the Bud- 
dha’s leading disciple, renowned for his mastery of meditation and the 
legendary progenitor of the Zen lineage, was rebuked by the protago- 
nist Vimalaklrti, a lay practitioner who had thoroughly fathomed the 
wisdom of nonduality. In the sutra’s story, Vimalaklrti is ill, and Shakya- 
muni Buddha urges his disciples to visit him. However, recalling how 
Vimalaklrti reproved them in the past for their poor understanding of 
Dharma, the disciples are too embarrassed to bring themselves to go. 
Even Mahakashyapa declines the Buddha’s request by relating to the 
Buddha how Vimalaklrti once criticized his seemingly kind intention to 
beg among the poor in order to provide them with an opportunity to 
accumulate merit as merely a result of his inconclusive grasp of equa- 
nimity. From Vimalaklrti’s viewpoint, beings, as long as they are subject 
to greed, rage, and delusion, cannot escape from samsaric suffering. So 
far as their need for release from worldly suffering, there should be no 
discrimination between the rich and the poor, the privileged and the 
underprivileged. 

On the first day of the eighth month 

I go into town to beg 

White clouds follow my spirited footsteps 

And an autumn wind rustles the rings on my staff . . . 

The Buddha himself taught this 
Transmitting it directly to Mahakashyapa 
And since then it’s been handed down 
for over twenty-seven hundred years 
I, too, am a follower of Shakyamuni 
And revel in the simple majesty of a single robe and bowl 
Don’t you see? Vimalaklrti said: 

“One who is impartial, receiving food of any sort, 

Has realized the impartiality of Dharma.” . . 86 

Ryokan’s use of the passages from the Vimalaklrti Sutra illus- 
trating mendicancy as the practice of equanimity helps explain why 
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Ryokan considered begging for food an effective antidote for the prob- 
lems resulting from the excessive bureaucratization of the Zen tem- 
ples. Ryokan seems to have expected the Buddhist order, rather than 
being the guarantor of the status quo for the privileged, to regain its 
function of providing a moratorium from the discriminatory conven- 
tions of the mundane world and to serve as a model for change. By for- 
getting the importance of begging, Ryokan says, priests have lost their 
sense of gratitude to the laity, whose sincere support provides the sole 
legitimate grounds for the priests’ authority. To repeat Ryokan’s words, 
“They uselessly consume the offerings of the faithful, heedless of the 
offenses they commit. . . . Outwardly they pretend to be superior, play- 
ing on the gullibility of old peasant women and congratulating them- 
selves on their cleverness. ” 

Alas, those who practice Buddhism nowadays 
Grow old and decrepit fussing over words 
What use are all their years of idle speculation? 

Isn’t the aim of our school 

to directly realize things as they are? 

Neither delusion nor enlightenment obtain 
in the land of nonarising 
In what aeon will you ever 
find original nothingness? 

If you don’t understand, then ask! 

My answer is: “Manjushri’s home 

in the east of the castle of enlightenment.” 87 

In the period during which Ryokan lived his mendicant life, 
Echigo was plagued by droughts, typhoons, earthquakes, and other 
natural disasters; farmers’ uprisings were frequent; and many died of 
famine. A local chronicler at the village of Nakanoshima, where Ryokan 
often begged, reported in 1833: 

For the six years between Bunsei 11 and Tenpo 4 (1828- 
1833), the crops have continued to fail. The supply of both 
grains and vegetables is exhausted, leading to the spread of 
contagious disease. . . . The lords of the local domains have 
decided to postpone collecting the tax; but that has not 
helped the people at all because there are no new harvests 
of grain. . . . The streets are filled with the starved and the 
dead; those who survive have become beggars, vying with 
one another for shelter under the eaves of the houses of the 
wealthy. 88 
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Amidst such desperate conditions, Ryokan continued for more than 
three decades to beg from the villagers. When the villagers were im- 
poverished and had no food to offer, Ryokan suffered with them. 
Instead of being sheltered in a large temple institution with an abun- 
dantly supplied granary, Ryokan chose the world of suffering as the 
locus of his religious practice. 

In the daytime I go into town to beg 
At night I return to the shadow 

of the mountain to practice meditation 
One robe, one bowl — a life of solitary freedom 
Ah, how precious the stream that flows 
from the land of the Western Skies ! 89 

Here, Ryokan presents his solitary life as his way of declaring 
that he, unlike the high priests of the powerful monastic establish- 
ment, preserves through his mendicant life the transmission of the 
Dharma originating in the “Western Skies” of India. Ryokan’s sense of 
mission in protecting the lifeline of Buddhism casts a new light on his 
poem “Empty Bowl.” 

Will my stupidity and stubbornness ever end? 

Poor and alone — that ’s my life 

Twilight on the streets of a ramshackle town 

Going home again with an empty bowl 90 

Instead of the “dark, downcast thoughts” of a depressed old 
man suggested by Iriya Yoshitaka, this poem — once placed against the 
background of Ryokan s criticism of the vitiating standard of monastic 
training — illustrates Ryokan’s unfaltering resolve to carry on his life of 
begging. Tinged with a lighthearted, self-deprecating humor, with an 
irony that accentuates his eccentricity, Ryokan depicts his own lonely, 
stubborn commitment to mendicancy, his way of cultivating compas- 
sion and equanimity amid the sufferings of the common people. 

Here Ryokan’s criticism reveals its strategy. Ryokan was not 
merely seeking to hurl vitriol at the Zen establishment in order to 
humiliate it. He never challenged the Soto school in an open polemic; 
nor did he attempt to reform its monastic system from within. Ryokan’s 
strategy, instead, is playful ridicule: he quietly, yet unmistakably, juxta- 
poses his own life of mendicancy with the institutionalized monastic 
life. Ryokan deconstructs the hegemonic authority of the monastic- 
establishment by exposing its discriminatory posture of the privileged 
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over the masses and by making fun of a training regimen that had lost 
its relevance to the life of ordinary people. Then, by way of contrast, 
Ryokan presents his humble routine of begging among the villagers as 
a model for rectification. From the viewpoint of the institutional estab- 
lishment, Ryokan, who left monastic life without establishing himself 
in the Soto hierarchy, is a failure. But it is precisely because of his failure 
that Ryokan ’s criticism is effective: after all, what if this failure is better 
than the typical Zen priest at understanding people, at showing them 
compassion? The more Ryokan’s daily activities — playing with chil- 
dren, drinking with farmers, dancing at autumn festivals — appear fool- 
ish, the further they deviate from orthodoxy, the sharper his criticism 
of the establishment becomes. 

Ryokan’s Zen name “Great Fool” (Taigu), the name by which he 
was known to his patrons and remembered by his admirers, is sym- 
bolic of the unique position assumed by Ryokan in the highly stratified 
society of Tokugawa Japan. In his biography of Ryokan (written in 
about 1846), Kera Yoshishige states: “The Master never displayed ex- 
cessive joy or anger. One never heard him speaking in a hurried 
manner, and in all his daily activities, in the way he would eat and 
drink, rise and retire, his movements were slow and easy as if he were 
an idiot.” 91 The earliest recorded mention of Ryokan as Great Fool 
appears in Ryokan’s epitaph, prepared in 1831, the year of his death, 
by the priest Shogan, a regular visitor at Ryokan’s hut. 92 The epitaph 
also quotes the verse given to Ryokan by his master Kokusen as proof 
of the completion of Ryokan’s training at Entsuji, Kokusen s monas- 
tery. 93 In the verse quoted earlier, Kokusen praises Ryokan s carefree 
spirit, which can easily be mistaken for that of a fool. Almost all subse- 
quent biographies introduce Ryokan with this name: “Great Fool.” 
Among these is a biography composed in 1895 by Suzuki Tekiken 
(1836-1896), the adopted heir of the above-mentioned Suzuki Bundai, 
one of Ryokan’s friends and a leading local Confucian scholar. In his 
biography, for which he had access to numerous Ryokan-related docu- 
ments that he had inherited as the successor to the Suzuki household, 
Tekiken says: “In the seventh month, the third year of An'ei [1774], at 
Koshoji in Amaze ... he took the tonsure and changed his name to 
Ryokan. He was eighteen years old. He also gave himself the name 
Great Fool.’” 94 These records suggest that the name “Great Fool” 
embodies Ryokan’s personality both in terms of how Ryokan regarded 
himself and how others saw him. 95 

What is “great” about being a “fool”? The early Tokugawa popu- 
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larizer of Zen Bankei Yotaku (1622-1693) argues that the way to real- 
ize nondualist wisdom is to “be stupid.” “Because you’ve got the dy- 
namic function of the marvelously illuminating Buddha Mind, even if 
you get rid of discriminative understanding, you won’t be foolish. So 
all of you from here on, be stupid! Even if you’re stupid, when you’re 
hungry, you’ll ask for something to eat, when you’re thirsty, you’ll ask 
for some tea. ... As far as your activities of today are concerned, you’re 
not lacking a thing!” 96 The “Buddha Mind” is Bankei ’s way of referring 
to original enlightenment: “The Buddha Mind, unborn and marvelously 
illuminating, is like a bright mirror. A mirror reflects whatever is in 
front of it. It’s not deliberately trying to reflect things, but whatever 
comes before the mirror, its color and form are sure to appear. . . . The 
Unborn Buddha Mind is just like this. It’s natural that you see and hear 
things, whatever they are, when you deliberately try to see and hear 
them; but when you see and hear things that you hadn’t originally 
anticipated seeing or hearing, it’s through the dynamic function of the 
Buddha Mind that every one of you has.” 97 In a tone reminiscent of the 
metaphor of water and waves in the Awakening of Faith, Bankei here 
epitomizes Mahayana theory of enlightenment not as a purifying of 
one’s mind but as a returning to what the mind is already, originally, 
and always. 

Bankei underscores the notion that, intrinsically, there is no dis- 
tinction between the reflecting function of the mirror-mind and the 
reflected images of objects. It is the discursive thoughts of the human 
mind that substantiate, or hypostatize, these objects by labeling them 
with particular names and by assigning to each discriminatory values. 
As these objects are established and form conventional systems of 
values, the discursive function of the mind, in turn, becomes attached 
to and delimited by the objects it has produced. To be enlightened, for 
Bankei, is to recover one’s original insight in which no duality exists 
between the seer and the seen. 

Within this context of original enlightenment, “being foolish” 
serves as an effective method for realizing equanimity. Being crafty, 
cunning, “useful,” in a worldly sense is, Bankei points out, the very 
reverse of being enlightened. “The fact is that those clever people 
acclaimed by the world are, from the start, deluded by their own clev- 
erness. They distort the Buddha Mind and obscure its marvelously illu- 
minating [dynamic function], considering other people as of no ac- 
count, contradicting whatever they say, slighting and insulting them. 

. . . The true man’s ideal is to show kindness to those who are foolish 
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and help those who are evil” (p. 81; Haskel’s italics). That is to say, 
knowledge separates people, while the “wisdom” of foolishness, of 
Relearning, brings them together. Building knowledge from the system 
of values consisting of dichotomous opposites may be necessary to 
establish and sustain social order; however, that alone would only 
create a society of hierarchical stratification, institutionalization, and 
oppressive rigidity. Ryokan rocks this rigidity with his laughter, the 
laughter of a Great Fool who dares to question the most conventional, 
inflexible aspects of everyday life and who introduces into this institu- 
tionalization of society difference, the differential of renewal, of reju- 
venation. 



Everyone eats rice 

Yet no one knows why 

When I say this now 

People laugh at me 

If they laugh, that’s just fine 

Laughing is something I like, too! 

Laughing and laughing, we won’t stop 
We’ll welcome Maitreya here and now 98 

Ryokan ’s laughing resonates well with the nonintellectualist 
(but not necessarily anti-intellectual) laughter of Bataille, who disclos- 
es — in contradistinction to the ordinary view of communication as 
intentional exchange of information between people — genuine expe- 
rience of communication as the opposite of exchanging knowledge. 

If a group of people laugh at an absent-minded gesture, or at 
a sentence revealing an absurdity, there passes within them 
a current of intense communication. Each isolated existence 
emerges from itself by means of the image betraying the 
error of immutable isolation. It emerges from itself in a sort 
of easy flash; it opens itself at the same time to the con- 
tagion of a wave which rebounds, for those who laugh to- 
gether become like the waves of the sea. . . . They are no 
more separate than are two waves. 99 

Ryokan ’s laughter does not aim at demolishing the existing order; 
instead, it laughs away, or, perhaps more appropriately, laughs down, 
the entangling mesh of value judgments and, playfully cheating the trap 
of dualistic discursive convention, eliminates alienation and restores 
affinity. This nondualism, the “wisdom” of being a fool, because of its 
freedom from discriminatory views, gives rise to the compassionate 
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perspective of equanimity that, to repeat Bankei’s words, “shows kind- 
ness to those who are foolish and helps those who are evil.” 

It is through this curious combination of playfulness and kind- 
ness exemplified by his laughter of optimism that Ryokan’s decon- 
structive stance seems to escape from the danger of nihilism, a view 
that contemporary deconstruction is often accused of by its oppo- 
nents. His eccentricity does not intend to introduce confusion or chaos 
to ethics by destroying conventional values. Ryokan strives to decenter 
the conventionalizing force inherent in a system of values that con- 
stantly works to entrench itself in society as a discriminatory structure 
and a repressive authority. For Ryokan, without the wisdom of delearn- 
ing, the knowledge to reverse the conventionalizing process, there 
would be no hope for change, no possibility of regeneration for the 
underprivileged. As if to paraphrase Bankei, Ryokan states: 

When you encounter those who are wicked, unrighteous, 
foolish, dim-witted, deformed, vicious, chronically ill, lonely, 
unfortunate, or handicapped, you should think. “How can I 
save them?” And even if there is nothing you can do, at least 
you must not indulge in feelings of arrogance, superiority, 
derision, scorn, or abhorrence, but should immediately mani- 
fest sympathy and compassion. If you fail to do so, you 
should feel ashamed and deeply reproach yourself: “How far 
I have strayed from the Way! How can I betray the old sages? 

I take these words as an admonition to myself .” 100 

Ryokan’s emphasis on commiseration sheds a new light on the 
sense of agony expressed in many of his poems of solitude. The 
Vimalaklrti Sutra illustrates the importance of the bodhisattva’s com- 
miseration through the root metaphor of illness. When the Buddha's 
leading disciples decline to visit the ailing Vimalaklrti, Manjushri, the 
bodhisattva of wisdom, comes forward and leads the assembly of disci- 
ples to Vimalaklrti 's house. When Manjushri asks how he became ill, 
Vimalaklrti replies: 

From ignorance and desire come my illness. Because all 
living beings suffer from this illness, I, too, suffer from it. 

When all living beings’ illnesses cease, my illness will cease, 
too. The reason is that a bodhisattva enters samsara for the 
sake of living beings. When the birth and death of samsara 
exist, there also exists the illness. ... It is just as when a sin- 
gle heir to a wealthy household is afflicted by illness, so his 
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parents also become afflicted. When their son s illness is 
cured, they, too, are cured. 

In conclusion, Vimalaklrti declares: “The bodhisattva’s illness arises out 
of his great compassion .” 101 As with the parents of the stricken child, 
the bodhisattva is not really ill; however, out of his compassion the 
bodhisattva, like the parents, suffers together with the sick. Thus, pre- 
cisely because Vimalakirti’s illness is a metaphor that transgresses the 
conventional distinction between the healthy and the sick, the enlight- 
ened and the unenlightened, it illustrates the bodhisattva’s commisera- 
tion with those living beings who suffer in samsara. Later in the sutra, 
Vimalaklrti explains the same point in the light of the nonduality of 
samsara and nirvana: “the bodhisattva meditates on impermanence, 
yet he never grows tired of cultivating goodness; he meditates on the 
suffering of the world, yet he does not feel disgust at birth and 
death. . . . Because of his great compassion he does not abide in 
nirvana; to fulfill his original vow, he does not abandon samsara .” 102 
Ryokan extols Vimalakirti’s metaphorical disclosing of the illness/com- 
passion: 

Manjushri rides on the lion 
Samantabhadra mounts the elephant 
Ghosa enters nirvana on his jeweled seat 
And Vimalaklrti lies ill on his bed 103 

Here, Ryokan compares Vimalakirti’s sickbed with the mounts 
of legendary Buddhist teachers, symbolic of their saving activity. 
Vimalakirti’s suffering from illness, described in the sutra, is the very 
proof of the bodhisattva’s grasp of nonduality, his ability to transcend 
the division between samsara and nirvana. For bodhisattvas, abiding in 
the suffering of samsara, which they take as the ground for generating 
compassion, is their nirvana, “nonabiding (apratistha) nirvana.” 
When placed in this context of the theory of cultivating compassion — 
the context in which Ryokan places his own life of mendicancy — Ryo- 
kan ’s poems of solitude and suffering do not necessarily presume his 
secularization, just as his poems on nondualism do not have to be inter- 
preted as the proof of his personal enlightenment. Because of the “ill- 
ness” — that is, the ability to suffer — the practicers of the bodhisattva 
path understand the nature of the suffering of the other beings. How- 
ever, because their illness is metaphorical of compassion, they escape 
from being consumed by it and remain optimistic about the possibil- 
ity 7 of saving others. This nonduality of distress and hope — generating 
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hope for understanding others in one’s own ability to suffer — projected 
through the Mahayana theory of bodhisattva practice illustrates the 
continuity between Ryokan’s poems of solitary affliction, on the one 
hand, and those of compassionate affection, on the other. 

Lying alone and ill in my hut 
All day long I don’t see a soul 
My bowl in its bag is left to hang on the wall 
My staff just sits and gathers dust 
My dreams go rambling through 
mountains and fields 
My heart goes back to the village to play 
And there I find all the children on the street 
Just as always, waiting for me 104 

It may seem that I have locked myself 
Away from the people of the world 
And yet 
Why is it 

I have never ceased to think of them? los 

If my arms draped in these black robes 
Were only wide enough 
How gladly I would shelter in them 
All the people of this floating world 1(16 

These poems suggest that the opposing, and seemingly contra- 
dictory, lyrical moods of Ryokan’s poems — their spiritual uplift and pro- 
found agony — derive from the figurative strategy of expressing equa- 
nimity by disclosing the relative and arbitrary nature of the duality of 
worldly happiness and sorrow, success and failure, dominance and sub- 
jection. 

For being obstinate and stupid 
there’s no one like me 

My neighbors have become the trees and grasses 
I’m tired of mulling 

over delusion and enlightenment 
Seeing how old and decrepit I’ve grown 
I can’t help laughing at myself 
Carefree, I hoist my robe above my legs 
and ford the stream 
My begging bag in tow 

I go rambling with the springtime 
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I’m content just living this life of mine 
It’s not that I loathe the dust of the world 107 

Clever and stupid, good and evil, masculine and feminine, 
young and old, enlightened and unenlightened: these discriminatory 
divisions of dichotomous oppositions are, from the Great Fool’s non- 
dualist perspective, as mutable as the turbulence of waves, as transient 
as the reflections in a mirror. Ryokan encourages one instead to see the 
very processes that give rise to the order of external objects and, 
through these generative processes of language — the very processes 
that give rise to his poetic texts — to free oneself from discriminatory 
conventions. 



Poetry and Ryokan’s Life: An Intertextual Transposition 

Despite the eloquence with which he composed his poems, Ryokan 
was known as a quiet figure. Kera Yoshishige recounts: “The Master 
was always silent, his movements graceful and relaxed. As it’s said: ‘If 
one’s mind is broad, one’s presence will be imbued with grandeur.’ ” 108 
Yoshishige’s record agrees with other contemporaneous biographies in 
suggesting that Ryokan never delivered lectures on Buddhism to the 
villagers. These sources also show that Ryokan was extremely reserved 
in telling others about his past — the root cause of the difficulty in study- 
ing his earlier life. Fortunately, in his poems, Ryokan often emerges 
from his reticence and provides some information on his past. 

How many winters and springs have passed 
since my days at Entsuji? 

Outside the temple gate lay 
a city of a thousand homes 
Yet I didn’t know a single soul 

When our robes got dirty, we washed them ourselves 
When our food ran out, we went into town 
I once read in the Record of Eminent Priests: 

A monk should live a pure and simple life . 109 

Ryokan’s recollection of his years as a novice at Entsuji reveals 
the strictly maintained separation of the ecclesiastic life from the mun- 
dane world and Ryokan’s strenuous effort to complete his training with- 
in the confines of the monastic order. However, Ryokan eventually 
departs from Entsuji, rejecting the segregation of the sacred from the 
profane symbolized here by the monastery’s gate. 
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One day, by a stroke of luck, I penetrated 
my master’s path 

Suddenly I took a giant leap, and that was 
good-bye to temple life 

Enough of their rice! No more numbing routine! 

Ah! How happy I feel! 

The twenty-eight Indian 

and six Chinese patriarchs — 

They’re all of them here, right at my side. 110 

It was around the time of his inkci in 1790 that Ryokan received 
his master’s permission to study the Eibeiroku, a collection of writings 
by Dogen (1200-1258), founder of the Soto school, which was a jeal- 
ously guarded treasure of the school accessible only to a priestly 
elite. 111 However, Ryokan suggests that reading the Eibeiroku only re- 
minded him of the inconciusiveness of his religious cultivation. 11 - 

Years ago, at Entsuji in Tamashima 
I recall how my late teacher instructed me 
in the Eye of True Enlightenment 
At that time, I already had 

some experience of awakening 
And therefore asked to read the Eibei Record 
under my teacher’s personal guidance 
That was when I saw that till then 
I’d just been wasting my time 
Afterward, I left my teacher, 
setting off on pilgrimage 11 * 

Ryokan s departure from the monastery marked the beginning 
of his years of wandering as a pilgrim, which, in turn, ended in his 
return to his hometown of Izumozaki as a titleless beggar-monk. By 
the time Ryokan arrived home, his parents had passed away and his 
younger brother, Yoshiyuki, had become head of the house of Yama- 
moto, in charge of the family business. However, his family was in seri- 
ous decline; and Ryokan, who had relinquished his responsibility as his 
father s heir, was to blame. It might have been easier if he were a high 
priest of a large temple or an eminent preacher, but, as a simple beggar- 
monk, Ryokan had at first to endure his neighbors’ prying eyes and sar- 
castic laughter. Returning home may have been the hardest move he 
could have made. What caused Ryokan to return to his home province? 
And how did Ryokan himself explain the life of mendicancy he was 
leading there? 
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Ever since quitting the temple 
My life has been resolutely carefree 
My staff is always at my side 
My robe is worn completely threadbare 
At night in my hut, through the lonely window 
I hear the falling rain 

On spring days when the flowers riot in bloom 
I’m playing ball out on the street 
If anyone asks what I’m doing, I say: 

“The most useless man there ever was!” l “ 



Streams gliding through the fields 
of distant villages brim with water 
Gorgeous flowers brighten the mountains’ 
green-forested slopes 

That old man leading the ox, where is he from? 

The boy carry ing the hoe, 

I wonder whose child he can be? 

The cycle of the seasons never pauses 
And human beings all have their tasks 
But what sort of work is there for me? 

To forever stand guard at the gates of my land 1 1 s 

As his poems and essays on mendicancy demonstrate, Ryokan 
took pride in his practice of begging for food, which he considered an 
act of preserving the authentic transmission of the Buddha Dharma. 
Here Ryokan unabashedly declares himself “the most useless man 
there ever was,” as if testifying to his dedication to the beggar s life. 
However, the comical, self-deprecatory note of Ryokan s declaration 
does not belie the sense of shame and humility that seems always to 
accompany his pride. Ryokan’s depiction of himself as a gatekeeper — 
the one who watches over the villagers, but only passively from a 
distance — is also suggestive of this ambivalence. While people of 
the world toil from season to season for their livelihood, Ryokan alone 
remains idle, helplessly dependent on others’ alms. 

Rags and patches, patches and rags 
Rags and patches — that’s my life 
My food is whatever I beg by the roadside 
My house is completely overrun with wild grass 
In autumn, gazing at the moon 
I recite poetry all night long 
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In spring, entranced by the blossoms 
I wander off and forget to come home 
I left the temple, and this is how I’ve ended up — 

A broken-down old mule 116 

Ryokan’s self-deprecating tone becomes further accentuated 
when one reads in his self-portrait a sense of compunction: a useless 
beggar, Ryokan had to witness the fall of his Yamamoto house as mem- 
bers of his family sank into desperate straits. Ryokan’s hometown, 
therefore, provided him with the severest environment in which to 
test his resolve to carry on the practice of mendicancy. At the same 
time, this difficulty, it appears, made it necessary for Ryokan to legiti- 
mize his eccentric life as a beggar-monk, a life that deviated not only 
from the ordinary life of the villagers but from the normative life of the 
clergy. 



I remember how it was when I was young 
The terrible hardship just staying alive 
In search of clothing and food 
I tramped hopelessly from shabby town to town 
Till on the road I found a man of wisdom 
Who explained things to me through and through 
Then I saw that all along 

the precious jewel was in my robe 
That jewel is with me here, right now 
Having found it I’ve gone into business for myself 
Traveling all over with my wares exactly as I please 1 17 

Ryokan in this poem recounts his life in light of the celebrated 
parable from the Lotus Sutra. Chapter 8 of the sutra 118 relates an epi- 
sode in which there once was a young man who decided to make his 
living in a distant country. Before his departure, he visited a friend’s 
house. They drank together in bidding farewell; intoxicated, the young 
man fell asleep. His friend then sewed an invaluable jewel inside his 
robe as insurance for his journey. Later, in a faraway land, the young 
man experienced difficulties and became impoverished, spending 
each day in search of food and clothing. Then his friend came to see 
him. Reminding the young man of the treasure he had always had in 
his robe, he saved him from his needless struggle. In the same manner, 
the sutra explains, Shakyamuni Buddha’s disciples in their previous 
countless transmigratory lives encountered many buddhas of the past 
who had similarly instructed them in the teaching of the Lotus, the 
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teaching that claims to make it possible for all beings to attain buddha- 
hood. However, because the disciples’ comprehension was not conclu- 
sive enough, just like the young man who fell asleep intoxicated, they 
did not realize that the jewel, the Dharma as revealed by the Lotus, had 
already been placed in their minds. Like the young man’s friend who 
rescued him from his hardship, Shakyamuni Buddha teaches his disci- 
ples the Lotus, not for the first time, but to point them to the treasure 
they always possessed but failed to notice. 

Ryokan’s poem above evokes images of his days of wandering in 
pilgrimage. The “man of wisdom” may be the buddha Ryokan encoun- 
tered in his reading of the sutra. Or, it is possible to understand the “ter- 
rible hardship” as Ryokan’s reference to his training at Entsuji, Ryokan 
having realized on reading the Eiheiroku that at the monastery he had 
been “wasting time” without realizing where his goal was. If so, the 
“man of wisdom” who gave Ryokan a chance to escape from his hard- 
ship may be Dogen, author of the Eiheiroku, or Kokusen, who led Ryo- 
kan to study Dogen. 

Among the scriptural texts Ryokan studied, the Lotus Sutra is by 
far the most important source of inspiration for his poetry. In his 1817 
letter to Kera Shukumon, Yoshishige’s father, Ryokan states that he per- 
sonally duplicated as a gift to his patron his own copy of the eight fas- 
cicles of the sutra, which he always kept at his side. 119 He expressed his 
love of the scripture in many poems inspired by the sutra’s principal 
motifs. In addition, Ryokan left two works, Hokke ten and Hokke san, 
both poetic devotions to the Lotus . 12 ° These verses serve as precis to 
the sutra’s principal chapters and are the only commentarial works 
Ryokan produced on any Buddhist scripture. In contrast to such Zen 
favorites as the Diamond and Lankavatara sutras, the Lotus is not a 
scripture frequently studied in the Soto school or in the Zen tradition 
generally. It is unknown why Ryokan particularly favored this sutra. 
Nevertheless, he has the personal support of Dogen, who has de- 
scribed the Lotus as “the king of all the sutras,” because, he argues, it 
alone discloses the nonduality of means and goal, practice and enlight- 
enment, samsara and nirvana. 121 

The Lotus claims to be the ultimate revelation of Shakyamuni 
Buddha’s enlightenment, delivered at the close of his life. The three 
teachings the Buddha previously preached to his disciples — the teach- 
ings for solitary practitioners (pratyekabuddha), for his immediate 
disciples, or listeners (shravakas), and for the bodhisattvas — are pro- 
visional teachings, expedients to prepare them for this ultimate teach- 
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ing, which he calls ekaydna, or the One Unify ing Vehicle. Typically, 
Mahayana Buddhism asserts that only bodhisattvas, compassionate 
ones, are capable of advancing to attain the Buddha's perfect enlight- 
enment. The solitary practitioners and the listeners, those of the 
“lesser vehicle,” or Hlnayana, are excluded from this path because they 
lack the commitment to help others. The Lotus, however, teaches that 
this final revelation opens the way even for Hinayanists to advance 
toward bodhisattvahood and, eventually, toward buddhahood. At the 
same time, it guards the bodhisattva from developing any sense of 
superiority toward and disparagement of Hinayanists. The ekaydna 
frees bodhisattvas from discriminatory views because it is the integral 
path of the highest Mahayana through which all kinds of Buddhist prac- 
titioners, including Hinayanists, can attain buddhahood. 

In the sutra, the Buddha reveals that his true identity rests not in 
his physical form but in the Dharma, which he shares equally with all 
the buddhas permeating the universe in the past, present, and future. 
Thus, at the profoundest level, the sutra argues, Shakyamuni Buddha s 
life is eternal. The Buddha then tells his disciples that even his 
approaching death is provisional; it is given to them as an expedient to 
invoke a sense of urgency and thereby save them from the lassitude 
into which they would fall had the Buddha lived and taught them indef- 
initely. Even after his disappearance, the Buddha proclaims, the Lotus 
continues to guide all beings to the One Unify ing Vehicle. Since all the 
buddhas of the past, present, and future teach the Lotus as their final 
instruction, all beings in the universe, through their endless transmi- 
gratory lives, have already been given opportunities to practice the 
ekaydna to attain buddhahood. That is to say, all living beings are 
already endowed with the potential to realize buddhahood or the pos- 
sibility for enlightenment, that is, their original enlightenment. 

To illustrate its central themes, the sutra provides the reader 
with various parables. The episode of the gem hidden in one’s robe is 
one of these. Another episode Ryokan often alludes to is that of the 
“conjured city .” 122 Suppose, the Buddha says, there is a treasure trove 
deep in a jungle. Because the path there is distant and dangerous, 
people are unable to traverse it. However, there is a guide, intelligent 
and well informed, who leads a group of people along this perilous 
path. When they have traveled over half the distance, they tell the 
guide that they are frightened and exhausted and cannot proceed. The 
guide, as an expedient, creates through his magical powers a great city, 
telling the people neither to be frightened nor to retrogress, because 
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they can stay safely in this city Believing that they have already reached 
their goal, the people are freed from fear and regain their strength. 
Only then does the guide erase the conjured city and tell the people 
that the actual treasure trove is near and within their reach. The Bud- 
dha explains to his disciples that he, like the guide, skillfully leads them 
to traverse the lengthy, treacherous path of samsara. Had he preached 
the ekaydna alone, sentient beings would be discouraged by the dis- 
tance they would have to travel and by the hardship they would have 
to endure. The Buddha preaches the three previous teachings as a con- 
jured city in which living beings may rest, only to depart again for their 
ultimate deliverance. In the following poem, Ryokan suggests that the 
monastery, while offering refuge from the troubles of his earlier life, 
like the “mountain of treasures,” was only a “conjured city,” a “tempo- 
rary dwelling” that he must leave behind in order to continue his pur- 
suit of the Buddha Dharma. 

Traveling and traveling 
I arrived at the mountain of treasures 
Only to realize it was none other than 
My own temporary dwelling’-*' 

Ryokan thus indicates that his departure from the conjured city 
led to his discovery of the goal of his religious cultivation in his return 
to his home province of Echigo. 

How many years I spent parting wild grasses 
to penetrate the depths 
Then suddenly I understood my teacher 
and came back to my native place 
You go there and come back again 
Yet everything remains the same 
Clouds covering the mountain’s summit 
Streams flowing by at your feet 1 2 ‘ 

These autobiographical poems, in short, bear witness to Ryo- 
kan’s effort to understand his life in light of the nondualist perspective 
of ekaydna found in the Lotus Sutra. Ryokan strives in these poems to 
present a parallel between the pattern of his life — which forms an arc- 
running away from and returning home— and the stages of Mahayana 
Buddhist training: one’s initial vow to leave behind lay life, the monas- 
tic training to cultivate wisdom and compassion, and the final realiza- 
tion as the return to one’s originally enlightened mind . 125 

This metaphorical homology between Ryokan s life and the 
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Mahayana theory of practice provides the semantic ground for these 
autobiographical poems to manifest a particular implicative force. In 
the poems, “I” represents Ryokan, or the characters in the parables, or 
a reader of the sutra, or any practicer of Mahayana, and all of them at 
once. In the same manner, the “mountain of treasures” can refer simul- 
taneously to the conjured city in the sutra’s episode, Entsuji, Mahayana 
training regimens in general, the dualistic perspective isolating 
processes from goal, and so forth. As a result of the borrowing by the 
poetic texts of the sutra episodes — or, more specifically, because of the 
intertextual transposition of the scripture’s signifying practice to that 
of the poems — Ryokan’s poems present themselves as polyphonic 
texts. They are not fixed sets of signs corresponding one-to-one with 
their denotative referents, but become dynamic processes with each 
sign producing connotations incessantly oscillating between the scrip- 
tural accounts and the events of Ryokan’s life. As Julia Kristeva asserts: 
“If one grants that every signifying practice is a field of transpositions 
of various signifying systems (an inter-textuality), one then under- 
stands that its place’ of enunciation and its denoted object’ are never 
single, complete, and identical to themselves, but always plural, shat- 
tered, capable of being tabulated. In this way polysemy can also be 
seen as the result of a semiotic polyvalence — an adherence to different 
sign systems. ” 126 Likewise, Ryokan ’s poetic texts represent not static 
structures but productive movements of polysemic proliferation, 
which not only mediate the sutra texts and Ryokan’s life, but coalesce 
each into the other in the poems’ own textuality. 

To see before me, 

Brought into the present 
The days long ago 
When the Buddha preached 
How grateful I feel ! 127 

In this metaphorical overlapping of the events of Ryokan’s life 
and those described in the scriptural texts, the ambivalence in Ryo- 
kan’s self-portrait — the fluctuation between pride and shame — can be 
evinced as his deliberate strategy to express himself. Ryokan in the self- 
deprecatory note of his poems accepts as a fact — that is, as a “sign” 
according to literal reading of his poems — that he is the eldest son of a 
prominent family, returned home shamefully as a beggar. However, the 
comic note in Ryokan s self-portrait prevents his identity from being 
reduced to one signification and presents it instead as an intertextual 




A Poetics of Mendicancy > 



69 



nexus. Ryokan s identity emerges in the mutual reflections of the 
diverse signs for Ryokan— a degenerate, a beggar, the most useless man 
ever, the one who ran away from home and then from the monastic 
life, the one who returned from the “conjured city,” and the one who 
rediscovered his home as the jewel that always remained in his robe. 
Through the playful interaction of these signs, each constantly sedi- 
menting and desedimenting its meaning to that of other signs, Ryokan 
expresses his carefree manner of life. 

Since becoming a monk, I’ve passed the days 
letting things naturally take their course 
Yesterday I was in the green mountains 
Today I’m strolling around town 
My robe is a sorry patchwork 
My bowl a veteran of countless years 
Clear, quiet nights 

I lean on my staff and recite poetry 
In the daytime 

I spread my straw mat for a nap 
People may say, “He’s a no-account fellow” 

Well, this is how I am ! 128 

Ryokan is honest about conveying his deep distress at the soli- 
tude of his life, yet he somehow always escapes from being consumed 
by it. Ryokan’s pride/shame in himself as a “no-account fellow” — his 
simultaneously serious and comic presentation of himself — is not nec- 
essarily an indication of his irresolution, but a polyvalent sign pointing 
at once to his indifference to fame, power, wealth, and other worldly 
merits and to his gratitude to the ordinary people whose patronage 
allowed him to sustain his mendicant life. 

Ever-changing Flow: Ryokan as a Polyvalent Sign 

Ryokan left several handwritten notes, the result of his study of Japa- 
nese phonetics and grammar, which show his keen interest in language 
not only as a poet but as a thinker. One of them shows his effort to cat- 
egorize vowels into monophthongs and diphthongs. Another note pre- 
sents his knowledge of the principles governing the Japanese phonetic 
table, modeled on that of Sanskrit. In other notes he attempts to con- 
struct a system to illustrate diverse patterns of adjectival declension 
and verbal conjugation . 129 Yet another note shows studies by Ryokan 
aimed at reconstructing the original usage of ancient phrases. B ° Kera 
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Yoshishige’s record relates an episode describing Ryokan’s fascination 
with the mystery of language: “In the local dialect, when the rice 
plants ripen, people say they ‘ bonaru .’ Someone remarked: 'The word 
bonciru means “to roar. ’’ Having overheard this, the Master wanted to 
listen to the roaring of the rice and spent all night wandering through 
the fields .” 1 ' 1 

Precisely because he had studied language and was fully aware 
of its power, Ryokan was extremely sensitive about the harm that could 
result when this same power of words was abused. Ryokan composed 
several variations of texts called “Words of Advice ,” 1 ' 2 each of which 
comprises lists of things he disliked, found distasteful, or felt to 
demonstrate a lack of sensitivity. Some of these lists, it seems, were 
written as reminders to himself; others were prepared to be given to 
friends. 1 " In one such list, among the things Ryokan mentions he 
dislikes are “people who talk too much, people who talk too fast, bois- 
terous speech, flowery speech, talking like a know-it-all, forcing others 
to listen while you go on about yourself, making cheap promises.” 
Toward the end of this list, Ryokan remarks: “Once spoken, a word 
can’t be called back.” 1 " In another list of things he dislikes, along with 
"people who always want to be acknowledged” and “telling others 
about one’s distinguished lineage,” one reads “pretentious talk about 
enlightenment, pretentious talk about academics, pretentious talk 
about the tea ceremony, pretentious talk about art.” 1 " 

In these lists Ryokan warns against the double-edged sword of 
language and its Active power, which, when creatively applied, gives 
birth to poetry and art but, when misappropriated, becomes the 
source of the fictitious, illusory, and deceptive. 



Talk is always easy 
Practice always hard 

It’s no wonder people try to make up for 
their lack of hard practice with easy talk 
But the harder they try, the worse things get 
The more they talk, the more wrong they go 
It's like pouring on oil to put out a fire 
Just foolishness and nothing else 1 ' 6 

Ryokan’s legendary reticence in his daily life was, therefore, an 
expression of his sensitivity to language. Yoshishige describes one of 
Ryokan’s regular visits to the Kera household: 



The Master stayed several nights at our home. Young and 
old became harmonious, and a peaceful atmosphere filled 
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the house for several days after his departure. Just one 
evening of talking with the Master made us feel that our 
hearts had been purified. The Master never held forth 
on the scriptures or classics or the importance of ethics. 
Sometimes he would be in the kitchen tending the fire, 
sometimes in the parlor practicing meditation. In his con- 
versation he never alluded to classical poetry or ethical 
teachings, and his manner was indescribably casual and re- 
laxed. It was just his own innate goodness that naturally 
guided others . 137 

It is hardly surprising that Ryokan’s favorite hero is the bodhi- 
sattva Never-Despising-Anyone (Skt. Sadaparibhuta; J. Jofukyo) of the 
Lotus Sutra.' 1 '* In the sutra, this bodhisattva appears as one of Shakva- 
muni Buddha’s former transmigratory existences, having lived count- 
less aeons before the Buddha’s time. In order to help reveal the 
teaching of the Lotus to the world, he prostrated himself before every- 
one he encountered as proof of his respect for their intrinsic potential 
for enlightenment. As a result, he was often the object of ridicule and 
humiliation; at times he was chased off and stoned even by monks and 
nuns, who could not understand his teaching. However, he always 
returned to his practice of bowing to everyone he encountered, declar- 
ing, “I cannot despise you, since you will become a buddha.” Ryokan 
extols the bodhisattva in his waka: 

One who is a monk needs nothing — 

Only “Never Despising Anyone’’ 

For this is the unexcelled practice 
of all bodhisattvas 139 

Ryokan’s enthusiasm for this bodhisattva is also evident in 
Hokke sun, his poetic tribute to the Lotus Sutra. 

Day and night you practice 
bowing and bowing again 
You live your life simply practicing bowing 
I take refuge in you, Never-Despising-Anyone 
You stand alone, without a peer, 
above or under heaven 

Some throw stones, some beat him with sticks 
He retreats, then stops and calls to them aloud 
Since this fellow has left the world 
No one has heard from him 
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But the wind and moonlight that fill the night 
For whom do they reveal their purity? 

There was no one like you in the past 
There’ll be no one like you in the future 
Never disparaging, Never-Despising-Anyone! 

Your pureness makes me forever adore you 140 

If the bodhisattva — who strives to escape from verbosity and 
empty speech and to express himself with straightforward acts — served 
as Ryokan’s model, that may help to explain Ryokan’s taciturnity in his 
everyday life. Yoshino Hideo, a leading scholar of Ryokan’s waka, 
records an oral tradition preserved in the Yamamoto family, the direct 
descendants of Ryokan’s brother Yoshiyuki. 

Ryokan’s nephew Umanosuke — also known as Yasuki, Yoshi- 
yuki’s first son and the heir to the declining Yamamoto clan 
— had begun to indulge in a life of dissipation and would not 
listen to anyone’s advice. In desperation, his mother Yasuko 
asked Ryokan to admonish him. Ryokan went to the family’s 
house and stayed there for three days; yet he remained 
speechless, not knowing what to say to Umanosuke. Finally, 
when the time came for Ryokan to depart, he called Umano- 
suke to help him tie his straw sandals. Thinking that Ryokan 
was at last about to begin preaching to her son, Yasuko hid 
behind a screen and listened. As Umanosuke was tying Ryo- 
kan’s sandals, he felt a cold sensation on his neck. Looking 
up, he realized it was the tears falling from Ryokan’s eyes. 
Suddenly, Umanosuke recovered his senses. Ryokan stood 
up and, still silent, departed . 141 

Kera Yoshishige describes Ryokan s encounter at Yoshishige’s 
house with the notoriously obstreperous monk Chikai. 

Once, during the time for transplanting rice seedlings, the 
Master was staying at our home. There was a certain crazy 
priest named Chikai, whose extreme arrogance had driven 
him insane. He was always declaring, “I will found my own 
school of Buddhism in order to save sentient beings!” and 
compared himself to the eminent monks of the past, while 
disparaging his contemporaries as children. Hence, the great 
esteem accorded the Zen master Ryokan made him seethe 
with envy. 

On this particular day, Chikai got roaring drunk and an- 
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nounced that he was going to help till the fields. He arrived 
at our home, caked with mud. When he saw the Master was 
there, his long-festering anger suddenly exploded, and, with- 
out a word, he started to slap the Master with his soaking 
belt. All of this happened entirely without warning. The 
Master himself had no idea what it was all about, and since 
he did not make any attempt to escape, the people with him 
were alarmed and subdued the priest. They then pulled the 
Master into another room and threw the priest out of the 
house. 

At dusk, a heavy rain began to fall. The Master came out 
of the room and asked casually: “Did that monk have his rain 
gear with him?” He said nothing more about the incident . 142 

These episodes illustrate the particular way in which Ryokan s 
actions deviate from social convention and, as a result, show a parallel 
with poetic language. Just as poetry manifests its figurative power in 
violating grammatical and syntactic rules, Ryokan transgresses the tedi- 
um of everyday life to produce novelty, to reveal a surprising new per- 
spective on the reality of daily life that makes his contemporaries 
marvel. Furthermore, Ryokan’s silence is replete with meanings that 
are not only plural but variant. In the Chikai episode, Ryokan’s subject- 
ing himself to the crazed monk — his inexplicable defeat — is at once his 
victory, giving proof to his indifference not only to fame and fortune 
but also to misfortune, the patient detachment evoking the image of 
Ryokan’s bodhisattva hero in the Lotus Sutra. 

In the other anecdote, Ryokan’s tears falling on Umanosuke are 
tinged not only with pity for his nephew. If Ryokan had not run away 
from his responsibility as the family’s heir and had protected the house 
of Yamamoto, Umanosuke would not have been given the burden of 
restoring the house’s prestige and would not have driven himself into 
the dissipated state; instead, however, Ryokan became a beggar, a 
“no-account fellow,” utterly helpless to return the family to its past 
glory; at the same time, Ryokan was a monk who left the family for 
his religious pursuits, and it was inappropriate for him to influence 
affairs within the family. Ryokan ’s tears show varying shades of feeling 
— regret, bewilderment, tenderness, compunction, shame — that high- 
light his deep sense of commiseration. As a polysemic sign, his tears 
shed in silence convey to Umanosuke their multifarious significations, 
which immediately redescribe the reality of Ryokan’s presence for 
Umanosuke: Ryokan is no longer Umanosuke’s superior urging him to 




rectify his behavior, but is rather his equal, a helpless being guilty of 
the same crime as Umanosuke, crying as if to ask for his nephew’s for- 
giveness. 

Ryokan’s legendary silence is, therefore, not necessarily the hall- 
mark of his “enlightenment,” in the sense of his aloofness from worldly 
affairs, as interpreted by some modern scholars. His silence as depicted 
in the biographies reveals traces of worry, sorrow, and distress. How- 
ever, these emotions associated with Ryokan’s suffering do not neces- 
sarily bear witness to his secularization. They are rather the feelings 
through which Ryokan, in conformity with bodhisattva practice, ex- 
tends his compassion to and shares suffering with others. Ryokan’s tac- 
iturnity is, in short, part of the poetic — polysemic — nature of his every- 
day life as projected in the biographical texts. 

This reminds us, students of Ryokan, that even the Ryokan 
described in his contemporaneous sources is an interpretation or, 
more precisely, an aggregate of diverse interpretive strategies. Just as 
Ryokan’s poems cannot be elucidated without their tropes, his biogra- 
phies cannot be separated from their figurative intentions. The events 
related in the biographical texts — that is, events as figured in the 
texts — are already interpretations: they first happen in their texts 
before they are reconstructed as (or, as if) historical facts — a recon- 
struction that is one of many different ways of understanding what the 
biographical texts strive to represent through their figurations. It 
remains impossible to determine how much of the textual accounts 
corresponds to historical happenings. Instead, Ryokan’s biographies 
demonstrate that they are concordant with Ryokan s poems in the 
figurative strategies through which they delineate Ryokan’s suffering 
as his cultivation of wisdom and expression of compassion. The poly- 
semic representation of Ryokan’s life shared by both the poems and 
the biographies effaces the boundary between Ryokan’s poetic textu- 
ality and biographical reality — or, his poetic reality and biographical 
textuality. 

In this problematic relationship between the text and textual 
representation, yet another, perhaps the most radical, aspect of Ryo- 
kan’s nondualist deconstruction is observed. Through their poly- 
phonized signification, Ryokan's poems create a fissure in the one-to- 
one correspondence between words and things in a conventional 
sense and dismiss it as vulgarity. For Ryokan, external facts — “things 
themselves” — are not independent of the text; they are but signs, 
which, according to textual figurations, can be charged with a single 
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meaning or with multiple values. As a result, for Ryokan’s poetry, too, 
“ there is nothing outside of the text. As Derrida notes, “The thing 

itself is a sign. . . . The so-called thing itself’ is always already a repre- 
sen tamen [that which results from representation] shielded from the 
simplicity of intuitive evidence. The representamen functions only by 
giving rise to an interpretant [that which interprets] that itself be- 
comes a sign and so on to infinity. . . . The represented is always already 
a representamen. ” 1 " These words recall Ryokan’s poem quoted earlier, 
aiming at deconstructing both nominalism and realism. 

Who was it said, “Names are the guests of reality ’? 

These words have come down to us from ancient times 
But even if people know that names aren’t real 
They don’t see that reality itself has no root 
Name, reality — both are beside the point 
Just naturally find joy in the ever-changing flow 1 ,s 

For Ryokan reality is no longer analogous with oneness, identity, 
and constancy. It is located instead in this ever-changing flow — which 
may be characterized as emptiness (shunyatd) according to Buddhist 
philosophy or as differance in the context of deconstructionalism — 
and in moving freely in this flow of change that erases the duality 
between things and words. In this flow, the world continues to regen- 
erate itself as it is figured and refigured anew by poetic description of 
it. Ryokan’s waka “Tribute to Gogo-an,” which refers to his thatch hut 
on Mount Kugami, is suggestive of this polysemic dynamism of Ryo- 
kan’s world emerging from his nondualist perspective. The poem's 
resonance seems to emulate and then immerse itself within the ever- 
changing flow, the locus — or nonlocus — of Ryokan’s life of mendi- 
cancy. The poem vibrates in its own polyvalence, interfusing the pris- 
tine stream that runs by Ryokan’s hermitage, the simple, uninterrupted 
flow of Ryokan’s everyday life, and Ryokan’s gentle voice uttering the 
poem that echoes the sound of the stream. 

The water of the valley stream 
Never shouts at the tainted world 
“Purify yourself!” 

But naturally, as it is 
Shows how it is done 1 16 




Commemorating Ryokan 

The Origin and Growth of 
Ryokan’s Biographies 

Ryuichi Abe 



Because of the vast amount of legendary literature, both oral and 
written, that has accumulated around Ryokan since his death, it is 
often forgotten that the effort to document Ryokan’s life and to pre- 
serve his writings had already begun during his lifetime (1758-1831). 
This brief survey identifies the key primary sources for Ryokan’s biog- 
raphy, sketches the historical context in which the contemporaneous 
biographies of Ryokan were composed, and illustrates the intertwining 
historical relationships that join these texts. Many of the sources exist 
only as unpublished manuscripts. In cases where there exist printed 
editions of these sources, whether partial or complete, or photo repro- 
ductions of the original manuscripts, or major secondary sources that 
assist in the reading of these primary records, they are cited in the 
notes. 1 

The earliest account of Ryokan’s life appears in the Hokuetsu 
kidan (Curious Tales of Hokuetsu) by Tachibana Konron (also known 
as Mochiyo), a native of Sanjo, an inland town in the vicinity of Ryo- 
kan’s birthplace of Izumozaki. Completed in 1811, the work is com- 
posed of stories relating to the history, geography, culture, and distin- 
guished families and individuals of the Echigo (Hokuetsu) region. In 
spring of the following year, the woodblock edition of this text, with 
illustrations by the famed woodblock artist Hokusai, was published by 
Eijudo, one of the leading Edo publishers of the period. Fascicle 6 of 
the Kidan contains a section devoted to Ryokan. Konron’s account 
states that, recently, an extraordinary monk had taken residence at 
Gogo-an, a thatch hut on Mount Kugami, and that people all praise him 
for his freedom from desire, his purity, and his compassion. It is un- 
known whether Konron was personally acquainted with Ryokan. Kon- 
ron mentions, however, that his elder brother Genzan had studied 
alongside Ryokan (then known by his secular name Bunko) at the pri- 
vate academy run by Ryokan’s Confucian teacher Omori Shiyo, and 
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adds that, when Ryokan returned home after his Buddhist training and 
his years of pilgrimage, Genzan was among the first to identify Ryokan 
as the beggar-monk who had settled in an abandoned hut on the beach 
of Gomoto, on the outskirts of Izumozaki. 2 

Konron’s publication of Kidan was not the first occasion on 
which Ryokan’s name was introduced to the literati in Edo. It was 
preceded by visits to Echigo by two prominent Edo figures who be- 
friended Ryokan. In 1801, Omura Mizue (1753-1816), a celebrated 
Kokugaku scholar and waka poet, arrived in Echigo. 5 Mizue’s host was 
Abe Teichin (1779-1838), the village chief of Watabe and one of Ryo- 
kan’s principal patrons. In his Koshiji no kiko (Journey Along the 
Roads of Echigo), a selection of poems he composed during this trip, 
Mizue describes his visits to Ryokan at Gogo-an and records the waka 
they exchanged. 4 Teichin was himself an eager student of waka and 
played an important role in assisting Ryokan’s study of Man’yoshu, the 
celebrated eighth-century poetic anthology, and in preserving Ryo- 
kan’s waka. 5 Teichin’s ninth son, Makie Seisai (1817-1868), compiled 
the waka of Ryokan collected by his father in a volume titled Shamon 
Ryokan shi kashu (Collected Waka of the Priest Master Ryokan). 6 

In 1809 the Edo literatus Kameda Bosai (1754-1826), a Confu- 
cian scholar of the Eclectic school (Setchu ha), traveled to Echigo, 
where he remained until 1811. Bosai was particularly renowned for his 
mastery of calligraphy, and over a thousand students were said to have 
crowded his private school at Kanda in Edo. However, during his stay 
in Echigo, Bosai, hitherto known for his extremely rigorous calligraphy, 
was deeply influenced by Ryokan’s free-flowing brushwork. 7 The Edo 
historian Gamo Shigeaki observes in his Kinsei kajin deti (Records of 
Waka Poets of Recent Times): “His [Ryokan’s] calligraphy impressed 
Bosai as being produced by a divine hand. He immediately visited 
Ryokan’s hut . . . and all his doubts [about calligraphy technique] dis- 
solved. Later, he told others: ‘Having met Ryokan, I realized the ulti- 
mate truth of grass-style writing (sosho)! ” 8 After Bosai’s return to Edo, 
the dramatic change in his style of calligraphy was said to have inspired 
the following comical haiku, or senryu: “ Bosai wa Echigo gaeri de ji 
ga kuneri ” (Returning from Echigo, Bosai’s characters got crooked). 9 

In 1813 yet another prominent Confucian scholar of the Setchu 
(Eclectic) school, Ota Shizan (also known as Kinjo) (1765-1825), 
arrived in Echigo and delivered a series of lectures. It is said that Shizan, 
too, visited Ryokan at his mountain hut. 10 Among Shizan s students in 
Echigo was the young Suzuki Bundai (1796-1870), who assisted Shizan 
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in preparing lectures at the village of Makigahana, sponsored by Kera 
Shukumon, the chief of the village. In winter of the same year, Bundai 
composed a kanshi titled Ryokan zenji ni yosu” (Dedicated to the Zen 
Master Ryokan)." In this poem Bundai states that Ryokan had in his 
possession a manuscript of his own collected kanshi titled Sodoshu 
(Grass Hut Collection) and that he, Bundai, borrowed this manuscript 
to study from time to time. It is noteworthy that as early as 1813 there 
existed a collection of Ryokan’s kanshi compiled by the poet himself 
and that the title Socloshu was Ryokan’s own. In the following year 
Bundai provided a brief profile of Ryokan in his work Kitsuen shitva 
(Stories of Poets and Poems Told While Smoking), an anthology of 
accounts of Japanese kanshi poets of the past and present . 1 - In 1814 
Bundai traveled to Edo and studied under various prominent Confucian 
scholars and poets, among them the above-mentioned Kameda Bosai." 
When he returned to Echigo in 1816, Bundai composed a preface to 
Ry okan’s Sodoshu and, with the help of his brother RyTiken, began the 
work of preparing Ryokan’s manuscript for publication. It appears that 
Bundai continued this project throughout his life. In 1849 he prepared 
another expanded preface, detailing Ryokan's biography and introduc- 
ing colorful anecdotes concerning Ryokan's games with the village 
children, his affection for the Han-shcm , the collected poems of the 
legendary T ang recluse-poets of Mount T’ien-t’ai, and his exchange of 
calligraphy with Bosai. 1 ' However, despite his continuous efforts, the 
Sodoshu remained unpublished during Bundai s lifetime. 

In 1818, there appeared the first independent biography of Ryo- 
kan, the Ryokan zenji den (Record of Zen Master Ryokan), H com- 
posed by Bundai’s friend Ozeki Bunchii (d. 1834), a local Confucian 
scholar and doctor. There survives a letter from Ryokan to Bunchu 
whose content suggests that Bunchu sent his friend Nakahara Genjo 
(1793-1872), the doctor of the village of Akatsuka (present-day Nii- 
gata), to Ryokan’s hut to deliver the biography and solicit Ryokan’s 
response. K> 



The first day of the fourth month 

To Ozeki Bunchu: 

I would like to thank you for kindly preparing this composi- 
tion for me. However, because 1 have never been one to be 
counted among the worthies, because I find worldly praise 
and blame, gain and loss, a nuisance, and because my r incli- 
nation is to be indifferent to people’s affairs, 1 would like to 
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be excused from complying with your request. It is my wish 
to meet with you once while I am alive and to express my 
thoughts and feelings. Since I am old and weak, however, I 
cannot make any definite promise. I found it perplexing that 
Nakahara Genjo took such pains to visit me at my hut and 
make this request on your behalf. 

Forgive me for my lack of courtesy. 

Ryokan 1 ” 

Because Ryokan zenji den is Bunchu’s only known written 
work on Ryokan, it is likely that the letter refers to Bunchu’s compo- 
sition of this biography. Bunchu apparently intended to ask Ryokan 
to review the work and to provide him with further information so 
that he might augment and improve it. Because of the formality of 
Bunchu’s request, reflected in Ryokan’s letter, and because of Ryb- 
kan’s statement “it is my wish to meet (with) you once while I am 
alive,” some historians believe that Bunchu did not know Ryokan per- 
sonally at the time of his composition of the Zenji den. Bunchu’s biog- 
raphy nevertheless abounds with vivid and detailed descriptions of 
Ryokan’s daily activities unavailable in previous biographical records. 
It also contains a number of direct quotes from Ryokan. To give just 
one example: “Someone criticized the Zen Master's poems for trans- 
gressing many phonetic regulations. The Master said, I simply speak 
what my mind desires to express. How can I be bothered by phonetic 
rules? If there are those who care about poetics, they should feel free 
to go ahead and make the corrections.’ Amazed, the person with- 
drew. ” 18 Much later in his life, Bunchu became blind, and Ryokan’s 
poem dedicated to the sightless Bunchu 19 suggests that their friend- 
ship continued to grow after the 1818 composition of the Rydkan 
zenji den. It thus appears most likely that the event described in Ryb- 
kan’s letter took place before Bunchu’s completion of the biography. 
That is to say, the work by Bunchu mentioned in the letter was a draft 
of the Zenji den, and, although it is possible that Bunchu did not know 
Ryokan at the time of Ryokan's letter, Bunchu probably did manage to 
receive Ryokan’s assistance before he completed the biography in 
1818. 

Around this time Sugae Masumi (1754-1829), a literary figure 
and ethnographer of Akita province in northern Honshu, composed a 
work titled Koshi no shiori (Booklet of the Northern Route), in which 
he describes Ryokan as temari shonin, the Ball-bouncing Saint. 
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“Ball-bouncing Saint’’ 

The Ball-bouncing Saint is a brother of Yoshiyuki of the 
House of Tachibana at Izumozaki. His name is Ryokan. He 
dwells in the hut Gogo[-an] on Mount Kugami and lives his 
life composing kanshi and waka. He excels in the art of cal- 
ligraphy, and even Bosai lauds his skills. When he goes out 
begging, he always keeps two or three balls in his sleeve, 
and whenever he finds children playing ball, he takes out 
the balls from his sleeve and plays with them as if he were 
just another child. Truly, his mind is as pure as that of a child. 

A poem of Ryokan: 

Spring day, 

When I play with the village children 
Under the trees at this shrine, 

Don’t let the evening descend ! 20 

Masumi’s mention of Ryokan shows that his renown had begun 
to spread even to remote provinces of Japan such as Akita. By the time 
of Bunchu’s Zenji den, Ryokan had moved from his hut on Mount 
Kugami to another hut at the Shinto shrine of Otogo in the foothills 
of the same mountain. Ryokan’s correspondence, however, indicates 
that his daily routine, as captured by Masumi’s account, remained 
unchanged. 

One of the regular stopovers during Ryokan’s begging rounds 
was the house of Kera Shukumon (1755-1819) at Makigahana, a village 
at the foot of Mount Kugami. 21 Shukumon, the village chief, was an avid 
supporter of cultural activities. Those prominent literati who visited 
and stayed at the Kera residence as Shukumon ’s guests included the 
above-mentioned waka poet Omura Mizue and the Setchu school Con- 
fucian Ota Shizan, Suzuki Bundai’s teacher. 22 Among other important 
guests were the Kokugaku scholar Hayashi Kunio (d. 1849) and his 
adopted son Mikao (d. 1862). Mikao, who conducted an exhaustive 
search of the libraries of Ryokan ’s leading patrons, Abe Teichin, Kera 
Shukumon, and Harada Jakusai (1763-1827), compiled the Ryokan 
zenji kashu (Collected Waka of the Zen Master Ryokan), 23 the most 
comprehensive collection of Ryokan’s waka before the advent of mod- 
ern bibliographical studies of Ryokan in the Meiji era. 

In 1817 Ryokan sent a letter to Shukumon stating that, at Shuku- 
mon’s request, he had completed personally copying the Lotus Sutra. 2 * 
This letter confirms that, as stated in many of his biographies, Ryokan 
was particularly fond of the Lotus and that a copy of the scripture was 
in his possession. In a traditional ritual for preserving the Buddhist 
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Dharma, Shukumon buried the copy of the scripture on the grounds of 
his residence and erected above it a stone statue of Jizo (Skt. Ksitigar- 
bha). Shukumon ’s offering was for the purpose of protecting the ances- 
tral deities of the Kera lineage and seeking guidance for himself in his 
next rebirth. When Shukumon passed away two years later, Ryokan 
was sixty-one years old and Kera Yoshishige (1810-1859), Shukumon’s 
third son, only nine. Yoshishige, a regular playing companion during 
Ryokan’s daily rounds of begging, later wrote yet another important 
source for Ryokan’s biography, the Ryokan zenji kiwa (Curious 
Accounts of the Zen Master Ryokan). 25 A large number of Ryokan’s 
handwritten letters survive at Kera’s house today, twenty-one of which 
are addressed to Shukumon and one to Shohachi, the childhood name 
under which Yoshishige was then known. 26 These letters show that 
Yoshishige s childhood years coincide with the period in which Ryokan 
was most active in composing poems in his mountain hut, begging for 
alms at nearby villages, and playing with the village children. It appears 
that Yoshishige also often ran errands for Ryokan: 

To Shohachi: 

Please bring this to Aozu. 

Ryokan 27 

Adjacent to the Kera family’s village of Makigahana, to the north- 
east, was the village of Aozu, the home of Suzuki Bundai. In his letters 
Ryokan customarily refers to his friends’ houses by the names of their 
villages, and it thus appears that Ryokan’s message requests Yoshishige 
to carry something to Suzuki Bundai’s house in Aozu. The letter there- 
fore shows that during his childhood Yoshishige had been acquainted 
with Bundai. 

Because of the untimely death of Shukumon’s first son and the 
chronic illness of his second, 28 in 1828, Yoshishige, at age eighteen, 
became the head of the Kera family and succeeded to the post of vil- 
lage chief. Yoshishige grew into an effective administrator and in 1 856 
was appointed to the office of oshoya, head of the village chiefs of over 
forty villages in northern Echigo. 29 Around 1847, Yoshishige conducted 
a large-scale reorganization of the Kera library. All the writings of Ryo- 
kan preserved in the Kera household — consisting of his kanshi, waka, 
and letters — were assembled on three scrolls, and Yoshishige request- 
ed that Suzuki Bundai compose a preface to this collection, which 
Bundai completed in 1847. 50 

It was during this period, about fifteen years after Ryokan’s 
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death, that Yoshishige at age thirty-seven completed the Ryokan zenji 
kiwa2 x The Kiwa consists of brief anecdotes and episodes that record 
Ryokan s sayings and sketch his daily activities, covering such diverse 
subjects as Ryokan s favorite games with the children and his study of 
ancient Japanese phonetics. Although its presentation is not chrono- 
logically ordered, its detailed description of Ryokan ’s daily life makes 
Yoshishige s Kiwa an indispensable source for Ryokan studies. 

In the Kiwa Yoshishige mentions another important source for 
Ryokan s biography: “In Tosa, a native of Edo named Banjo shared the 
Master’s lodging for a night. Banjo’s account of this experience is 
recorded in his writings. ’ 52 Kondo Banjo (1776-1848), a native of 
Bitchu, was a waka poet living in Edo and was known for his travel jour- 
nals. 55 The work by Banjo to which Yoshishige refers is Nezame no 
tomo (A Bedside Companion), composed circa 1845. In one section of 
this volume Banjo recalls that, some thirty years earlier, while traveling 
in Tosa province on the island of Shikoku, he was caught in a heavy 
downpour and sought lodging at a tumbledown hut occupied by a 
monk. The monk had no possessions, apart from a wooden statue of 
the Buddha and a copy of the Chuang-tzu. Banjo, however, was deeply 
impressed by the monk’s grass-style calligraphy and asked him to 
inscribe a fan, to which request the monk immediately responded, 
signing his calligraphy “Ryokan of Echigo.” 

Banjo’s description, if true, is critically important because there 
exists a dearth of information for the period of Ryokan s pilgrimage, 
the years between his departure from Entsuji and his return to Echigo. 
Several scholars have cast doubt on the credibility of Banjo’s record, 
which gives the wrong Chinese character for the ryo, using the charac- 
ter for “complete” instead of the correct character meaning “good.” 
Banjo himself states in Nezame no tomo that, although he had forgot- 
ten his encounter with Ryokan for many years, reading Tachibana 
Konron’s Hokuetsu kidan, with its depiction of Ryokan as a hut-dwell- 
ing beggar-monk from Echigo who excelled in calligraphy, he realized 
that the nameless monk he had met in Tosa was this very Ryokan of 
Echigo. Konron’s Kidan, in fact, uses the same wrong character for the 
ryo in Ryokan’s name. There is additional evidence that lends support 
to Banjo’s record. In the Kera family library there survive two works by 
Kondo Banjo: one is Nezame no tomo , 55 the other, Shiki zatsueiso 
(Leaves of Various Compositions in the Four Seasons). The manuscript 
of Zatsueiso has a colophon written by Yoshishige himself in 1848. 55 
In the colophon Yoshishige states that, on the seventeenth day of the 
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tenth month of Koka 3 (1846), he visited Kondo Banjo at his new resi- 
dence in Kobinata, Edo, and that Banjo shared with him various remi- 
niscences and gave him lessons in waka composition. Although the 
colophon does not make direct reference to Ryokan, Yoshishige’s meet- 
ing with Banjo makes it highly probable that they did discuss Banjo’s 
encounter with “Ryokan” when he was a young monk traveling in Tosa 
and that Yoshishige identified the monk described by Banjo as Ryokan, 
leading to his statement in the Kiwa that “in Tosa, a native of Edo 
named Banjo shared the Master’s lodging for a night.” 

At about the time of Yoshishige’s completion of the Kiwa, the 
priest Zoun (1813-1869), the twenty-third-generation abbot of Kairyu- 
in, a Soto temple in the city of Maebashi, traveled to Echigo. Zoun had 
resolved to publish Ryokan s poems when he “chanced to see his [Ryo- 
kan s] writings and made a pilgrimage to the remains of Gogo-an on 
Mount Kugami, visiting one after another the elders of the villages at 
the mountain’s foothills, meeting repeatedly with his disciple the nun 
Teishin, who related to me in detail her master’s outlook as well as his 
deeds.” 36 Although the task was not completed till decades after his 
trip to Echigo, Zoun fulfilled his resolution in 1867, with the compila- 
tion of the Ryokan dojin iko (Writings Left by the Practitioner of the 
Way Ryokan), whose woodblock edition was published by Sokodo of 
Shiba, Edo. 

The nun Teishin (1798-1872) appears to have been the major 
source of assistance for Zoun’s work, the first publication of Ryokan’s 
kanshi. Although she knew Ryokan only during the last four years of 
his life, Teishin was a frequent visitor at Ryokan’s residence, then locat- 
ed in quarters in the home of Kimura Motouemon in the village of Shi- 
mazaki. 37 Teishin, a devoted student who eagerly received from Ryokan 
instruction in both Buddhism and waka, is remembered for her 1835 
compilation of the Hachisu no tsuyu (Dew on the Lotus), which 
includes a brief preface describing Ryokan’s life, ninety-seven waka by 
Ryokan, a series of waka exchanged between Ryokan and Teishin, Ryo- 
kan s “Words of Advice” (kaigo), and a letter from Teishin outlining the 
major events of Ryokan’s life to its addressee, Inagawa Gasai, her lead- 
ing supporter. 38 There remain several letters Teishin sent to Zoun, 
among them the only extant detailed description of Ryokan s funeral. 39 
In another letter Teishin praises Zoun’s intention of publishing Ryo- 
kan’s writings and states that she has enclosed a manuscript copy of 
Ryokan’s collected kanshi preserved by Hencho (1801-1876)7° In his 
youth Hencho had served Ryokan as his personal attendant on Mount 




84 



Essays 



Kugami and at the Otogo shrine, and in 1826 he was appointed head 
priest at Gannokaku, a Shingon temple in the village of Enmado. Ryo- 
kan’s move from Otogo to the Kimura residence coincided with 
Hencho’s appointment. Some historians therefore suggest that it was 
Hencho, who, reluctant to leave his aged master behind alone at the 
shrine, arranged for Ryokan’s move to Kimura s house. 41 Teishin’s ref- 
erence to Hencho in her letter is important because it clearly shows 
there existed a line of Ryokan’s kanshi manuscripts independent of 
Suzuki Bundai's Sodoshu manuscripts. 42 

Yet another indispensable source for students of Ryokan’s biog- 
raphy is Ryokan’s own correspondence. Fortunately, because of his 
fame as a calligrapher, a large number of Ryokan’s letters have sur- 
vived. 44 Although most of the letters are brief, dated, at best, with only 
the day and month of composition, and yielding only scattered infor- 
mation about the context in which they were written, as a whole they 
serve as an invaluable “who’s who’’ of Ryokan’s relatives, friends, and 
acquaintances. 

A case in point is the priest Shogan, author of Ryokan’s epitaph, 
Ryokan zenji biseki narabi ni jo, composed in 1831, the year of Ryo- 
kan’s death. 44 Shogan s epitaph played a crucial role in determining the 
course of development of later biographies of Ryokan: it contains the 
earliest mention of Ryokan’s Zen name Taigu, Great Fool; it presents 
the major events of Ryokan s life in chronological order; and it is the 
first record that provides information on the date of Ryokan’s death, 
his age at death, and the number of years between his ordination into 
the priesthood and his death. Nothing is known about the author, 
except for a single letter from Ryokan addressed to him. 

The first day of the second month 

To Shogan: 

It was my great pleasure the other day to have had such 
a long talk with you. Today, I gratefully received your gift of 
sake, rice, fermented beans, and vegetables. Please try the 
method of tanden training I described to you. 

Ryokan 45 

This letter indicates that Shogan knew Ryokan personally and 
was probably his friend, sufficiently acquainted with Ryokan to discuss 
the meditative technique of concentrating one’s inhaled breath in the 
tanden , the center of one’s vital breath in the lower abdomen. 
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Ryokan s letters are also important because they provide the 
reader with a list of the texts Ryokan studied. Most such references to 
texts appear in letters in which Ryokan asks his friends to lend him a 
particular volume for study. Elsewhere, Ryokan speaks of books he 
owns, of whose publication he has learned, or of which he has made 
copies for his friends. Ryokan’s reading covered a wide range of fields, 
from calligraphy textbooks to works on poetics, from Buddhist texts to 
treatises on Chinese phonetics. 46 There are, for example, several letters 
that testify to Ryokan’s rigorous study of the Man’yoshu, the earliest 
collection of waka, compiled by Otomo no Yakamochi (716-785). In 
1819, at the request of his poet friend Abe Teichin, Ryokan inscribed 
in vermilion ink in Teichin’s copy of the twenty-volume Man’yd 
wakashu a detailed annotation of the text and a transliteration of the 
original Chinese characters into kana. 47 The Man’yoshu was originally 
recorded in man ’yo gana, Chinese characters deprived of all semantic 
value and, thus, representing purely phonetic qualities. Because of 
the shifts in phonetic practices in Japanese throughout the medieval 
period, reconstructing the original pronunciation from the man’yd 
gana characters is a complicated task. Ryokan accomplished it with 
the help of the Man ’yo ryakuge, a comprehensive commentary on the 
Man’yoshu by the Edo scholar Tachibana Chikage (1735-1808). Ryo- 
kan borrowed the Ryakuge from Miwa Gonbei, a friend and patron in 
the village of Yoita, who already had acquired the twenty-scroll text, 
composed by Chikage during the years between 1791 and 1800 and 
published in thirty volumes between 1786 and 181 2. 4H Ryokan’s study 
of the Man ’yoshu crystallized in his work Akinono (Autumn Field), 49 
a selection of Man’yd poems transliterated in plain kana characters. 
Kera Yoshishige also testifies to Ryokan ’s special emphasis on the 
Man’yoshu: 

I asked the Master: “To learn about poetry, what work 
should I read?” The Master told me: “You should read the 
Man’yoshu “I can’t understand the Man’yoshu.’' I said. 

The Master replied: “Then just stick to whatever you can 
understand.” On another occasion, the Master said: “The 
Kokinshu is relatively acceptable. But the poetry collections 
composed after that aren’t worth reading at all.” 50 

Ryokan’s enthusiasm for the study of ancient phonetics never 
abated. In 1827, at age sixty-nine, he borrowed from Kodama Rihei, a 
wealthy Izumozaki trader, the Kanji San’onko (On the Three Phonetic 
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Systems of Chinese Characters) by the famed Kokugaku scholar 
Motoori Norinaga (1730- 1801). 51 Ryokan’s study of the San’onko might 
have been an outgrowth of his study of the Man’yoshu. Tachibana 
Chikage was first inspired to study the Man’yoshu when he came 
across Norinaga’s celebrated 1779 work Man’yo tama no ogoto (A 
Little Jeweled Harp of the Man’yoshu) and its innovative interpreta- 
tions of man’yo gana. Resolved to continue the project launched by 
his teacher Kamo no Mabuchi (1697-1769) in his uncompleted work 
Man’yoko, Chikage began the composition of the Ryakuge, which he 
undertook in frequent consultation with Norinaga. Because of Ryo- 
kan’s acquaintance with the Kokugaku scholar Omura Mizue, a disciple 
of Mabuchi, and other Edo intellectuals such as Kameda Bosai and 
Yamada Kinjo, it is highly probable that Ryokan was aware of the coop- 
eration between Chikage and Norinaga. 

Again Kera Yoshishige offers a further explanation of Ryokan’s 
keen interest in the study of phonetics, an interest that derives not only 
from Ryokan’s instincts as a poet, but from his conviction that the act 
of helping others originates in one’s proper use of language: 52 

The Master made an exhaustive study of Japanese phonet- 
ics, thoroughly mastering their essentials. In our province, 
the works of Motoori and Mabuchi were unknown, so the 
Master was truly a pioneer. When I was young, I asked the 
Master about this, and he showed me the principles of 
declension. . . . Only when the student had truly mastered 
the principles of grammar would he go on teaching him. 

How I regret that I was too young to grasp the essentials of 
the Master’s instructions! 55 

Finally, a reading of Ryokan s correspondence shows that nearly 
all the contemporaneous biographies of Ryokan were composed by 
authors who not only knew Ryokan personally but supported him in 
his mendicant’s life and literary activities. Modern scholars often con- 
sider Ryokan’s composing of poetry to have been a solitary act carried 
out in isolation from society. Yet Ryokan’s composition of poetry was 
inherently related to his reading of various texts, many of which were 
made available by the people around him, people who encouraged his 
literary creation and commemorated in their writings both Ryokan’s 
life and his art. It is from this curious intertwining, this link between 
Ryokan and his supporters, that the primary sources of Ryokan’s biog- 
raphy emerged. The value of these records as historiographies rests not 
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in the objective observation historians may expect to find in their 
descriptions of Ryokan’s life, but in the relationship these documents 
themselves evidence between Ryokan’s writing of poetry and the 
biographers’ writing about Ryokan. These primary sources not only 
describe Ryokan’s life but stand as testimony to the historical condi- 
tions in which Ryokan’s literary production developed. These texts, 
together with Ryokan’s poetic texts, remain open-ended, projecting to 
us, as students of Ryokan, the world in which Ryokan lived with his 
friends, a world whose door opens to those who would introduce new 
approaches to the understanding of Ryokan’s life and art. 
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Translators’ Note 



Ryokan has frequently suffered from being presented in one- 
dimensional terms. Because of his fame as a poet and a calligrapher, 
for example, Ryokan is sometimes treated primarily as a literary fig- 
ure. But to many ordinary Japanese, Ryokan is above all a cultural hero, 
a teacher in the broadest sense of the word, one who has something 
to say not simply about poetry, but about life itself. This is the 
“Ryokan san” familiar to millions of Japanese who may never even have 
attempted Ryokan’s poems. Indeed, Ryokan lived his life as a Zen Bud- 
dhist beggar-monk, and his poetry and other writings express his Bud- 
dhism in a personal manner that is neither sectarian, doctrinaire, nor 
abstract. 

In arranging the translations in this book, we have sought to 
present Ryokan not simply as a literary figure but as a teacher of 
Buddhism. For this reason, the translations open with the Curious 
Accounts of the Zen Master Ryokan (Ryokan zenji kiwa), an early 
record of Ryokan’s daily life composed by Kera Yoshishige (1810- 
1859), who as a child had been one of Ryokan’s playing companions. 
The Kera were nanushi, or hereditary chiefs, of Makigahana, a local vil- 
lage where Ryokan often begged. Yoshishige ’s father, Shukumon, was 
Ryokan’s close friend and faithful supporter, and the Master was a reg- 
ular house guest at the Kera mansion. Heir to the Kera household, 
Yoshishige was well trained in the Chinese classics and Japanese 
poetry, and proved to be an able administrator. In 1856, he was 
appointed to the office of oshoya, the head of the chiefs of over forty 
local villages. Yoshishige began his composition of the Curious 
Accounts at around age thirty-five, some fifteen years after Ryokan’s 
death, and completed it within the next two years. The work as a 
whole presents a vivid picture of the Master that lends coherence to 
the self-portrait that emerges from Ryokan’s poems. Our translation is 
based on the photographic reproduction of the original manuscript 
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preserved in the Kera household, edited by Harada Kanpei (Sanjo, Nii- 
gata, 1979), and the transcription in Togo Toyoharu’s Ryokan zenshii, 
which remains among the most authoritative and comprehensive edi- 
tions of Ryokan’s works (2 volumes; Tokyo, 1959). 

The selection of Ryokan s poems includes both kanshi, poetry 
composed in classical Chinese and recited in Japanese transliteration, 
and waka, poetry composed in kana, the characters of the Japanese 
syllabary. Roughly half the kanshi collected in Togo’s Zenshii are trans- 
lated in this volume. 

We have grouped the kanshi under separate topics — begging, 
meditation, friendship, nature, and so forth — to illustrate the varied 
dimensions of Ryokan ’s life and the character of his religious experi- 
ence. The section titles (“Playing with the Children,” “Strolling without 
a Care,” and so on) are our own, although many are borrowed directly 
from Ryokan’s poems. Most of Ryokan’s kanshi do not have original 
titles. Titles that do accompany individual poems are Ryokan’s own 
and are displayed in italics. 

The approximately one thousand waka composed by Ryokan 
are faithful to a Japanese poetic tradition in which emotion is subtly 
expressed through key words suggesting seasonal change (kigo), with 
many poems composed as reflections and variations on celebrated 
waka of the past (honka). We therefore limited our selection of waka 
to those poems that speak to us directly about Ryokan’s life and 
thought and can be readily understood without the need for lengthy 
commentary. As in the case of the kanshi, Ryokan’s original titles, as 
well as any accompanying explanatory phrases in the original manu- 
scripts, appear in italics. (For a detailed examination of the various 
original manuscripts of Ryokan’s waka, see Togo’s Zenshii 2, pp. 1- 
33 ) Included are selections from Dew on the Lotus (Hachisu no 
tsuyu), a collection of poems exchanged between Ryokan and Teishin, 
a young nun who was close to Ryokan in his final years. Nearly all the 
waka included in this section are tanka, traditional short poems of thir- 
ty-one syllables in alternating five- and seven-syllable phrases that form 
a 5-7 -5-7 -7 pattern. The only exception is a single choka, or long 
poem, a form consisting of indefinitely repeated alternating five- and 
seven-syllable phrases ending with two consecutive seven-syllable 
phrases. Romanized Japanese readings are supplied for all the tanka. 

Supplementing the poems is a selection of Ryokan’s letters to 
various friends and supporters. The letters testify to the generous sup- 
port Ryokan received from his neighbors around Mount Kugami, sup- 
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port that enabled him to maintain his way of life. The translations close 
with Ryokan’s miscellaneous reflections on Buddhism, including his 
views on the decline of the authentic Zen tradition in Japan, his stern 
criticism of the contemporary Buddhist establishment, and the words 
of advice (kaigo) he composed for the lay men and women of his 
native area. Although observing Chinese poetic form, the two opening 
works in this section, “Invitation to the Way” and “The Priesthood,” are 
intended to be extended essays and have therefore been rendered in 
prose. 

Unless otherwise indicated, the translations of Ryokan’s poems, 
both kanshi and waka, as well as the translations of his letters and other 
writings, are based on Togo Toyoharu’s Ryokan zenshii, mentioned 
above. The location of kanshi and waka in the original sources is 
noted in the “finder’s lists” at the end of the volume. The location of 
other works is given in the introductory remarks accompanying the 
translations. 




